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Part One









Prologue


29 August 2001, Dorset


Seventeen years of living in Fern Bay. I’ve seen all there is to see, in this place that is sure it knows the whole of me. This curve of sand on the Jurassic coast, with its high cliffs and small minds, has a way of locking you in. I’ve had enough of being locked in.


Past midnight. It’s dark, it’s quiet. It’s time to go. In the hallway I put on my denim jacket and lace up my DMs on the bottom step of the stairs. It’s the same place Freya and I used to put on our shoes when we were kids getting ready for school – Dad starting up the car, and Mum calling out from the kitchen – orders, or, when she was in a better mood, that she loved us. I’d sometimes hide one of Freya’s shoes to wind her up. It was pretty easy to wind her up. She’d hit me with it when she found it, and we’d end up laughing.


I push those thoughts away. They’re the kind of thing that stops me moving on. I don’t want to be held back any more. I want to be me. I want for it to be OK to be me, and I feel like this time it will be.


I put on my backpack. It’s heavy, heavier than it was the other times. I’ve planned it out better: I’ve got all the clothes I’ll need, and enough money to get out of town.


I draw back the chain and unlatch the front door as quietly as I can. Mum and Dad are away, so it’s not them I’m worried about. It’s Freya – she’s a light sleeper. I don’t hear anything from upstairs, and as I close the door behind me I let out the breath I’ve been holding. I go from the silence of the house to the silence of the summer night outside. Inside, outside. Captive, free. I look at the bluebird tattoo on my forearm, and get a warm feeling inside.


I’m walking down the front path and out on to the pavement, the slabs of concrete lit by the moon; it’s a fat white moon and it’s low in the sky tonight. My heart speeds up as I reach the end of our road, Beech Close. Excitement and fear mingle in my stomach. I’m walking out in the direction of the A-road and I feel this rush inside me, as though all the energy I have finally has a place to go.


I’ve been here before. More times than I can count on both hands. But a day or two on I’ve always turned around, gone back too soon, back to those relieved faces, but feeling like I’ve let myself down. Not this time. This time I won’t be on my own.


I look back and I see the light go on in Freya’s bedroom on the second floor. I walk faster down the road. Instinctively I put a hand on the wallet in my pocket. A fat roll of twenties, some mine, some not. Just keep going …


I glance back. I see Freya silhouetted in the window.


Damn.


For a minute seeing her makes me want to go back. Then her light goes off.


One day, Freya. One day, I’ll see you again.









Chapter 1


April 2019, Fern Bay, Dorset


Freya opened her post at the dining-room table, making a pile of admin to go through. The radio was on, a play that she was half-listening to, as she sat down with her laptop and a mug of tea. She twisted her hair up into a bun and glanced out of the window, distracted by thoughts of Jessie, her six-year-old daughter. You could see most of Fern Bay from their living room, the sandy sweep of beach and the jagged cliffs, the paths that filled with tourists in the summer and emptied out as the days grew colder. Dark clouds had gathered through the morning, and it was raining heavily now. Jessie and her dad would be soaked.


Louisa was in the adjoining room, lying on the sofa with her feet up. She had headphones on, and was nodding to a beat Freya couldn’t hear, surrounded by open textbooks and revision notes. She’d been studying since nine that morning, preparing for the GCSEs she’d start in a couple of weeks. Louisa had inherited her mother’s tendency to want to get things right, and Freya sometimes wondered if she might be pushing herself too much at school. She couldn’t be sure – Louisa’s world was a more private

place these days, and Freya was still adjusting to the way the doors had closed. It wasn’t only her school work. When her daughter was sitting down in the evenings, her thumb running over her phone screen, her eyebrows drawn in towards one another, Freya would wonder where those messages were going, and what was coming back. But usually, just at the point Freya felt a prickle of concern, Louisa would laugh, look up from her phone screen and maybe even relay a line or two of the conversation. They’d chat together, Louisa’s cheeks flushed and her eyes shining. She was more independent these days, and that was how it should be, Freya reminded herself. It was just hard, sometimes, to let her go.


Anyway, she had Jessie, her ball of sunshine, who still told her everything – from the questionable plotline of every Shopkins episode to just how wobbly her teeth were. Jessie had Freya firmly at the centre of her world. At times her demands for attention were exhausting, especially on the days Freya came home after long hours at work. Her job, as a location scout, took her along the coast and through the West Country – finding places that would come to life on TV, and making arrangements for the film crew to use them. She got a buzz from the travel, but when she was away a lot she felt torn sometimes, aware of Jessie’s need for her to be closer. Freya reminded herself that one day soon, like Louisa, Jessie too would slip more firmly into her friendships and away from her mother, and then she would miss this time.


Louisa took off her headphones. ‘Test me on these ones, Mum?’ she said, showing her mother a revision card. ‘The pink-highlighted bits.’


History. Not Freya’s strongest subject, but better her than Joe. Joe … well, Joe was Joe – by all accounts, he’d spent most of his schooldays bending the rules when he could, breaking them when he couldn’t. Louisa, though, seemed to absorb facts and details effortlessly.


‘OK – so, the English Civil War—’ Freya started.


‘No, sorry, not that one, the twentieth-century stuff.’ Louisa switched the cards around. ‘This one.’


‘Right, so in 1918—’


The kitchen door opened, cutting her short. Joe and Jessie bundled into the room noisily, Jessie taking off her wellies and raincoat and dumping them on the kitchen floor.


‘Hey!’ Freya said. ‘There are hooks for those.’


Jessie shrugged. ‘In a minute.’


Freya looked at her pointedly.


‘Now, Jess,’ Joe said, taking her over to the hook. ‘Christ, it’s really coming down hard out there.’


‘There’s thunder and lightning!’ Jessie said. ‘I told Dad I didn’t mind, but he said we had to come home.’


Freya got Jessie a towel to dry herself with, but she batted it away, running over to Louisa and hugging her. ‘Hey, Louisa!’


Louisa pushed her away. ‘Urgh, Jess!’ she protested. ‘You’re soaking.’


Jessie shook her head, letting the wet strands whip her sister’s face, like a dog fresh from swimming.


‘MUM! DAD! Get her OFF me,’ Louisa cried. Giggling, she lifted Jessie up and carried her into the living room, where they got down on the carpet and pelted each other with cushions.


‘Everything go OK?’ Freya asked Joe.


‘Good, yes,’ he said. ‘Jess and I had fun today. We went down to the rock pools for a while before the rain got bad. Then we ducked into a café.’


‘You mean you filled her up with waffles and ice cream?’ Freya asked, with a raised eyebrow.


‘Yep. I filled her up with waffles and ice cream. Right before lunch. Sorry,’ he said, smiling. ‘Sorry, not sorry.’


She pushed him gently, wrinkling her nose. ‘Be off with you, then.’


‘Bye, girls,’ he called out. Jessie and Louisa waved back. Joe and Freya walked together to the front door.


‘I’ll pick Jess up on Monday for school,’ he said.


‘OK, sure,’ Freya agreed.


‘Louisa getting on OK?’


‘Yes, I think so. She’s been studying hard today, but there’s so much for them to learn. And if she’s really serious about going to medical school she’s going to have to get the results this summer. A lot of her friends seem to have tutors—’


‘She doesn’t need that, Frey. She’s smart. She’s been working hard, like you say.’


‘I know. It’s just, since she got her mind set on becoming a doctor, it really matters.’


‘She’ll be fine,’ Joe said. ‘She’s an intellectual powerhouse. Gets it from you.’ He smiled, and his eyes crinkled a little at the edges.


She saw it then, what she used to see. Joe. The Joe she loved, the one she had a thousand memories with. They had been so close, once – it pulled at her heart to think how close, because things were different now.


He turned and walked down the path, then along the street that led to his flat. Joe. Still her husband, but not her partner. Two people. Two daughters. Two homes. It was as simple, and as complicated, as that.


Freya went back into the kitchen, and returned to her papers as the girls played. She looked over at them. It came naturally now, parenting like this, and she tried not to think too much about where things would go from here.


Freya had met Joe in her first year at university – her only year, as it turned out. She remembered how it had been, leaving her family and arriving in Bristol knowing no one. She’d known about Freshers’ Week – she’d been handed flyer after flyer for club nights as soon as she arrived – and her thoughts had immediately kicked in to work out how she could avoid it completely. The thought of socialising with complete strangers made her twitch. All she wanted was to get hold of all the books and articles on her Film Studies reading list, and get to work.


In that first week, she’d busied herself hanging photos in her bedroom and buying the things she needed – pans, crockery, bed linen from town. In the evenings she sat in her room watching films, while her flatmates made cocktails in the shared kitchen. They’d invited her out, but she’d said there were things she needed to do. She could hear them getting ready, laughing, the volume increasing. By Friday they’d heard all her excuses and the invitations became more insistent. She saw that her shyness was starting to look like rudeness. She thought of Sam – how easy she would find all of this, the chat about music and travel, the talk about boys they’d met or wanted to. Freya had friends back in Fern Bay. She’d cultivated them carefully over years at school. But she didn’t know how to do this – dive into a social whirl with strangers, and find something to say. Even the thought of joining her flatmates around the kitchen table over tea made her cheeks burn.


A text came through from Sam. How’s Freshers’ Week? PLEASE DON’T TELL ME YOU’RE NOT GOING OUT.


She bit her lip, then typed back: Sam, I’m not finding this easy. Everyone is going out all the time.


Stop being a plank, Frey. Just go – get a couple of beers down you. Dance. You can do this. I’d be killing it if I was there with you.


I know you would be. I’m not you, Sam.


Just do it. Someone’s got to like you, right?


Freya smiled. Could picture her sister’s face as she’d teased her. How about you? How’s sixth form?


Boring.


Really?


Yep. BUT. I went out on Saturday to a gig, and met a bunch of cool people. OK. Interesting. Freya smiled to herself. There’s someone you like, right?


There might be.


Go on then, what’s his name? Freya asked.


The reply was a while coming.


Eliot.


I knew it, Freya said. Update me.


It wouldn’t take long, Freya thought, for her sister to get into this guy’s head. When you looked like Sam, willowy with long, wavy hair, skin that glowed and a laugh that rang out – it wasn’t hard. Men noticed her wherever she went, even when she seemed not to notice them.


I will.


Freya’s concentration was interrupted by a knock. Her flatmate Cathy put her head around her door. ‘We’re going to Gino’s for pizza, then on to the pub. Tell me I can convince you to join us this time?’


Freya smiled, and slipped her phone back into her bag. She felt buoyed up by the conversation with Sam. She was going to do this. ‘Yes. Thanks. Give me two minutes to get changed and I’m with you.’


That was the night that Freya met Joe. After the pizza, she and her three flatmates went to a pub in town where he was working behind the bar. She tipped her pint of beer all over the bar, and him, and felt mortified about it, but he laughed and they cleared it up together. Joe was easy company, and easy on the eye, heavy-set with a certain softness to him, the sort of body that invited hugs. When he asked her to go for coffee with him the next day, she agreed. The bar job was just a stopgap, he said, but he wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry; he liked the people he worked with. He hadn’t done that well at school, but he’d train one day, maybe become a teacher. He liked working with kids, and would do boxing training with them at the weekend.


Their friendship grew, and she found she was spending more time with Joe than anyone else. It stayed just that, a friendship – they played table football in his shared house, went on hikes, and watched films together. He liked hearing about her course and the things going on at university; she enjoyed being at his place, with none of the pressure of academic life. They’d hug, and sit together on the sofa, and she’d wonder, sometimes. But what they had stayed just as it was. He met Sam, once, during the Easter holidays, and asked her about herself, about college. He didn’t get much of a response. Freya apologised afterwards – that was how Sam could be sometimes. She could seem cold. She wasn’t always polite.


Then, at the end of summer that same year, Sam disappeared. Freya called Joe the next day, and he got the coach down to Dorset to be with her. When he arrived, he saw Freya’s shock and upset, and held her. She told him about the searches, and together they went out. He was there by her side, day after day, as she made phone calls, knocked on doors, walked through fields and along the beaches and, when it grew dark, searched the internet for traces of Sam.


As autumn turned to winter, she knew she couldn’t let things continue as they were. She could tell Joe wanted to be with her, and it was natural, and fair, that things would progress in that way. After all that had happened that summer, being with Joe felt like putting down an anchor. He’d always wanted kids. Louisa wasn’t planned, but it felt to Freya as if the pregnancy had happened so quickly for a reason. She didn’t go back to finish her degree. It didn’t feel right any more. Joe came to live in Fern Bay, they found the house around the corner from Freya’s parents, and Louisa was born.


For Freya and Joe, having Louisa, and becoming a family, had brought them closer together, and given them both the direction they needed. They made their own way, and the baby had given Freya’s parents a focus too. When Harry, Freya and Sam’s dad, died two years later, being a grandmother became even more important to Jilly. At the funeral, she had held Louisa’s small hand, and showed her off proudly to her friends and family. It felt right. And Freya had known it was easier than her mum having time to think about how it felt to have Harry die. How it had been devastating, and deeply sad, but also – the whispered words Freya’s own subconscious delivered – ultimately, a release. Sam’s disappearance had brought out Harry’s negative personality traits until they’d almost overwhelmed the good in him. He’d been broken by Sam’s disappearance, and raged about what she was putting them through. Then he had started to grow furious at all the irritations in life that he felt had been placed there to make his life harder. He was seventy-three when he had the heart attack, at the gym. They’d all told him to slow down, but he wouldn’t. He’d never listened.


Freya had stayed at home with Louisa at the start, while Joe worked odd jobs locally, but the money didn’t stretch to cover what they needed. She’d started to feel restless at home, too. She’d begun working as a location scout for a film company, and, while the hours were long and unpredictable, and it wasn’t always easy fulfilling the writer and director’s vision, she’d found something she loved doing. It sometimes felt like being a researcher, other times a magician. She left home early in the mornings, talked with and convinced locals, and found ways of squeezing the most out of limited budgets and time. The work kept coming, and Freya had begun to make a name for herself in the industry.


It had worked well at first: she would work, and Joe would look after Louisa at home. He’d said he wanted to do it, and over

time any talk of him training to be a teacher fell away. Louisa had started school, and things had continued – he’d said he was fine, but something in him had started to fade. She wondered if he missed Bristol, his hobbies, the friends he left behind, but he said he didn’t.


He said what he’d loved most of all had been having a baby, and that he wanted them to have another. Freya hadn’t consciously thought of it as a way to bring them back together, make them complete again, but maybe that had been part of the reason. Another baby to bring back the feelings about each other that they’d had the first time. And once Jessie arrived they both fell in love with her, and she was all that mattered.


Freya had gone back to work, and Joe had taken over the care of Jessie, but the drawing together as a couple that they’d hoped for hadn’t happened. Joe had seemed lost, and the more Freya tried to help him, the more he withdrew. He said he supported her in her career, but it didn’t always feel that way, and he seemed resentful of the long hours she sometimes had to work. She loved him, but that love began to feel like a habit, something she did because she couldn’t remember how to do anything else. As he became more depressed, she had picked up more of the domestic load, organising things for the kids, and rising before dawn to get their packed lunches and things ready for school. Joe would sit up until the early hours gaming, and Freya lost patience with it, and with him.


They did what they could to build bridges. They went to counselling. But the change seemed slow, if it was coming at all. Joe couldn’t understand why Freya was exhausted and stressed out – he said her standards were too high, that she should relax, things would work themselves out. She’d felt that if they stayed as they were he would never be nudged out of the slump that he’d fallen into – he needed to wake up to the fact that things weren’t working. In the end they had decided that, while they worked things out, they would live apart. Joe had admitted that he needed time to decide what he really wanted to do in life.


Joe had rented a flat nearby, and they’d made a slow transition from family unit to a family that was based in two homes. They had found their own way. The girls were at the centre of their lives, and nothing there had changed – but other things had, in a positive sense. They treated each other more kindly and respectfully now than they had before. They saw that the best way forward – and the best chance they had at making things work for their family – was to give each other room to breathe. And weeks had turned into almost a year.


It wasn’t how either them had pictured their family life turning out, but the girls had taken things well, and that mattered far more to Freya – to both of them – than anything else. In the past months, something seemed to have shifted. Joe had started teacher-training, and, while he found the workload challenging, Freya could see that the light had come back into his eyes.


She didn’t know what would come next – neither of them did. But she was proud that they had done something, that they were making their own choices and doing what felt right to them, rather than giving in to the pressure from friends and family to stay together. Without a model to look to, they were making this work. She and Joe were taking their time and doing things their way. The girls – happily, crucially – had accepted the set-up, slowly, and seemed to be thriving.


Life wasn’t always easy, and it certainly wasn’t perfect. If Sam’s leaving had taught Freya anything, it was that. This bump in the road of their marriage seemed natural to Freya somehow. They were getting by. And it was OK. It was more than OK. This was the shape of them.


Freya looked at her elder daughter, who had put her textbooks aside and was sitting with Jessie, chatting on the sofa. Louisa laughed, and in that big wide smile, the moment of open-hearted abandon, Freya saw a flash of Sam. Genes were curious things, the way they brought features to play in and out of your children, she thought. There’d be a reminder of Jilly in Jessie’s eyes, and the girls had Joe’s sandy hair, not her own dark brown. So when traces of her sister had started to appear in Louisa around her fifteenth birthday it had seemed natural, really. There were features and gestures that Freya hadn’t seen in years – the sharp chin, the dark, arched eyebrows, the hair flick – it was as if Sam were there again.


‘Mum,’ Louisa called out, nudging Freya out of her reverie. ‘You OK?’


Freya nodded, smiled. She encouraged her daughters to get back to what they were doing.


The girls asked about their aunt, sometimes, and Freya would give them as much of an answer as they needed. They knew the outline of it – that Sam had walked out one summer’s night and no one had ever seen her again. Freya focused on the positive when she talked to them. One day Sam might come back. They’d asked what she was like, and Freya had told them. She’d tell them about the way Sam would share her headphones when she had a good tune on. How she’d dance barefoot in the dew in the garden. How she used to filter through the Haribo and pull out the cola bottles, eating only those. The way she’d find any reason good enough to laugh. That she was difficult, sometimes, and they hadn’t always got along.


She’d tell them the truth: that she knew nothing at all about where Sam was. That maybe, after years living a different life, their aunt might walk right back into her old one and have a chance to meet her nieces, whom she would adore. Or it might be different – they could hear of her life in a faraway place, and be told she never wanted to come back. That way, at least, they’d be able to let go, knowing that that was her choice.


But the pain of it? Freya kept that to herself, or talked about it with Joe. After so many years, she had needed to accept the darkness inside, and let it live alongside the hope. It had been eighteen years, and no one had ever found a trace of Sam. When a light goes out, and you have no means of putting it back on, sometimes it’s easier to sit there in the dark, rather than forcing yourself to remember what the room looked like when it was lit. Her sister had never used her bank cards, or her phone, after that night. The police had looked for her for months, interviewed everyone they could. The whole community had searched Fern Bay. There had been a suspected sighting once, in London, but nothing had come of it. Those were the facts. They sat with Freya, heavily, and there were times they left her feeling desolate. She couldn’t lie to herself – her sister might not have been found because she was dead. That, in itself, wasn’t a fact – and she hoped it never would be – but it was one of a dozen possibilities.


Freya had never let it define her, the fact that her sister had walked out of their house and never come back. Back then, neighbours had fallen into two camps: those who’d rallied round, brought food and support, and those, like Adriana who lived on the corner, who had retreated from the family as though they had something contagious. Those people who distanced themselves saw Freya as the girl from the family where something had gone wrong. That was the feeling Freya got, anyway.


She looked at Louisa – the light, the smile that was part of Sam, had crept back in unexpectedly. It was as if Sam was coming back into Freya’s life, and Freya’s home, piece by tiny piece.


*


Margate, Kent, 2019


The lights from Dreamland flicker across our bedroom wall. Like a little show all of our own. Dino loves it. You can see it in his eyes, tracking the lights beneath those long lashes.


Yellow. Flash. Red. Orange. Dino follows the lights with his bare foot, tracing the path of them with his toes. He’s not saying much tonight, but he’s good company for me all the same, and his face is relaxed, calm. He’s OK.


People say Dino’s quiet. His teachers at parents’ evening, shopkeepers, grannies in the street. But I don’t see him that way. To me he’s an open book, whether he says anything or not. You can see what he’s feeling if you look at him properly. People don’t take the time to look closely, that’s all.


Some nights we’ll sit here and chat, and it’s like he’ll never stop. He’ll talk about tadpoles and frogs, or how a clock works, or the Spanish Armada, things he’s learned at school. Tonight I feel like a spliff, so I wait it out, until his eyelids lower, and his bare foot falls on to the mattress, and at last he’s asleep on the bed next to me. I roll it and smoke it in the other room with the window propped open. You can hear the noise of the fairground from our flat, the shouts of kids on the rollercoasters.


It’s like being on holiday here, that’s what people say. The hipsters who flood the old town at the weekend, with their beards and pale skin and their estate agent’s leaflets. I’ve been here a long while and seen it change a lot. Margate didn’t feel like a holiday when I arrived, and it still doesn’t now. But sometimes, when I look at those bright lights, I can squint and imagine. What it might be like to be here for a day, get dizzy on rides and candyfloss, get some postcards and then go back home.


Home. I take a deep drag, and it helps a bit.


Dino’s my home now. He’s the reason I get up. The reason I try and find work, even though those suits take one look at me, at the tattoo on my forearm, and they’ve already made up their mind that it’s a no. It’s because of Dino that I don’t give up. Because you can’t, can you – when you have a kid? I can watch those cars go by. I can watch the trains. There’s no jumping on them. Under them.


Because of Dino. Because I’ve got him now.









Chapter 2


Freya approached her childhood home on Beech Close, a cul-de-sac five minutes’ walk from where she lived with the girls. She felt a slow churn in her stomach. She’d dropped Jessie at school that morning, then got back in her car and driven over to her mother’s house. Normally she might have lingered at the school gates, chatted with the other parents if she had time, but today wasn’t like other days. She didn’t want to make small talk today. She couldn’t.


As she approached the house where she grew up, memories flooded back. She felt the rawness of Sam’s disappearance all again.


April 30th. Sam’s birthday. Thirty-five.


Freya glanced up at her old bedroom window. She could half-remember waking the night that Sam left, putting on the light and going over to the window. She could recall it two ways: one where she looked out and thought she saw Sam walking away, and another, where she saw nothing but the roads and fields lit by a big white moon. She didn’t even know which memory was true any more. To keep going, she did what she could to block out thoughts of Sam – it was her way of getting on with life. She tried to be strong. But there were still days when she felt as if she was slipping into the costume of someone who was coping, pretending to be a woman who didn’t have a piece of herself missing.


She’d fallen back to sleep briefly that night, then woken again at three, certain then that something was wrong. She had gone into Sam’s room and found it empty. She’d run away again. The worry then the panic was familiar for Freya. But this time was different. Sam usually left after an argument with their dad, but their dad hadn’t been there this time.


She’d called Sam on her mobile, again and again. Then she had called her parents, who’d driven through the night, back home. They’d searched, and they’d searched, and the police had searched. And they’d found nothing at all.


Today Jilly was in the front garden, pulling up weeds, her hair in a ponytail. Her hair was jet-black, too black for her age really, but it was one thing her mum wasn’t willing to let go of. She’d let it lapse, for a short time. But on the eve of Harry’s funeral Freya had helped her to dye it again. They’d been silent that night, united in sadness, in grief, for the man they’d loved and had lost suddenly.


Freya was pretty sure they’d both been wondering the same thing that night – whether Sam would come. Whether she would – somehow – have heard about her dad’s death and return for the funeral. She hadn’t.


Jilly was immersed in her task, creating a pile of dandelions and leaves, and for a moment she didn’t notice her daughter at all. Freya called out to her.


‘Oh, hi, love,’ she said, squinting into the sun. She smiled. The smile didn’t quite reach her eyes. In truth, it was a long time since it had, for any amount of time. Jilly would have noted the date in the calendar that morning, just as Freya herself had.


‘How are you, Mum?’


‘I’m OK.’ She got up, pulled off her gardening gloves, and laid them down on the wall, signalling that she was ready to take a break.


‘Thirty-five,’ Freya said.


‘Thirty-five.’


‘You really OK?’


Jilly nodded. ‘Listen, I know you worry about me. Especially since your dad died. But this day each year – it’s not a sad time for me. It’s one of the things that helps me feel close to her.’


Jilly had been a strong woman once – swum in the sea most days, never shied away from racing or games with Freya and Sam when they were kids – but since Sam had left, and then even more so when her husband had died, she’d diminished – become a slight, frail figure whom Freya could barely connect with her childhood memories, or the photos on the mantelpiece.


‘Let’s go in for tea,’ Jilly said. They went into the house together, and Jilly put the kettle on. ‘I got a phone call this morning,’ she said. ‘Claire, she said her name was.’


Psychics, Freya thought. They’d spotted the fragility in her mother years ago. They’d come as close as she’d let them, offering their toxic mix of hope, misinformation and false promises. The first weeks after Sam’s disappearance had been the worst. They’d come to the house, with clues and insights. Preying on her parents when they were at their weakest. Her dad had got rid of them, back then. Freya would have thought they’d have got weary by now, but instead it looked as though they were still finding their way to her mother. When Freya could, she’d speak to them herself, get them on their own and warn them off – but they still seemed to slither back in through the cracks.


‘Claire travels around, and she’s here for a few days. She said she has something to tell me.’


‘I’m sure she did,’ Freya said, cynicism creeping into her voice.


‘She knew things, Freya. She knew it was Sam’s birthday today.’


‘Of course she did,’ Freya said. She bristled. That, or she’d checked a Missing Persons website for the date, as all the others did.


‘Don’t roll your eyes, Freya. I can see you. She said she’d had a sign. Had some ideas about where Sam might be.’


‘Well, I hope you told her where to stick her sign.’


Jilly turned her back, busied herself getting boxes of tea out of the cupboards. ‘Earl Grey? Lemon and ginger? Some nice ones here from Fortnum’s—’


‘Mum, I said I hope you told her where to stick her sign,’ Freya said, more firmly.


Jilly shrugged. ‘One meeting, that’s all. She might genuinely know something. It might be important.’


Freya sighed. ‘And how much is she charging?’


‘Oh, don’t be crass. We didn’t talk about money.’


‘I’m not being crass, Mum,’ Freya said, annoyed at the idea that her mum was being taken advantage of. ‘I’m just trying to protect you.’


‘I don’t need protecting,’ Jilly said. ‘I’m stronger than you think, Freya. And I’ve got money of my own, as well as from your dad. It’s up to me how I choose to spend it.’


‘But don’t you think, Mum, that if finding Sam was easy the police would’ve discovered something by now?’


‘She said Sam was living somewhere far away.’


‘OK,’ Freya said, trying to keep her patience.


‘Near a beach. Which makes sense, doesn’t it, Frey? Sam always talked about Thailand, didn’t she? And she took her passport with her.’


‘Yes, she talked about Thailand, and yes, she took her passport, but there’s been no sign of her ever using it. I’m sure a lot of teenagers talk about beaches, and Thailand. I’m sorry to be blunt, Mum, but this woman doesn’t have unique powers, any more than I do. She’s trying the most obvious tricks in the book.’


‘I just choose to try and be positive,’ Jilly said. ‘Don’t get at me for that. I don’t think it’s that far-fetched to imagine that she might be living on a warm beach somewhere. It happens.’


‘I’m not getting at you, Mum. Don’t you think I want to believe it too? I’m just realistic about who can actually help.’


There was no point continuing the conversation. Freya and her mum had fallen out over this before, when Freya had first suggested that maybe they should both be open to considering that Sam might never come back. On that point they’d never be able to meet in the middle. There was no middle.


Jilly brought out the tea, sat down. ‘Let’s change the subject. Please.’ She rubbed her temples. ‘How are the girls doing?’


‘They’re doing well,’ Freya said. ‘Jessie’s training for her gymnastics competition, and Louisa’s been revising a lot. Keeping her head down, which is good, because there’s a lot for her to do.’


‘That’s good,’ Jilly said. She paused for a moment, as if considering what to say. ‘And Joe?’


‘Joe’s fine. He was out with Jessie yesterday.’


Jilly’s eyebrows lifted a fraction, in interest. ‘How’s his teacher-training going?’


‘I didn’t ask – but well, I think. He seems happier lately.’


‘I’m glad. And—’


‘Please don’t, Mum. Not today.’


‘What? It’s a natural question to ask, isn’t it? You wanted him to get back on his feet, and now it’s starting to look like he’s done that.’


‘It’s not that simple,’ Freya said. It was definitely positive, that Joe was taking more control of his life again. But he’d done this before – picked things up and put them down. She needed more time to see how things would play out. She needed to see if she could feel differently, because, at the moment, it seemed as if too much of the past was still weighing them down.


‘You still love each other, though, don’t you?’ Jilly persisted. ‘You make each other laugh. I’ve seen that.’


‘We get on better now we’re living apart, that’s for certain,’ Freya said. ‘But you remember how we were arguing, this time a year ago?’


‘Every couple argues,’ Jilly said, flatly.


‘I know that, Mum,’ Freya said.


She thought about how it had been in their house growing up. Her dad had always been proud of them, and he’d been a loving man, but he hadn’t been perfect. It was as if he short-circuited sometimes. He would lose control, shout, assign blame where it didn’t necessarily belong. They didn’t talk about it, just each found their way to live alongside it. Her mum would argue back, if she felt she needed to, and then retreat to her bedroom when she didn’t get anywhere. You could never get anywhere. Sam would fight back until she had nothing left to give. Then, as she got older, she would run away. Freya would stay calm, and try to support him. Her dad just needed to be understood, accepted. He wasn’t a bad person; he just hadn’t had an easy start in life. He loved them all. He couldn’t help it, the outbursts, it was just the way he was. You simply had to wait for the storm to pass, that was all. When it passed, Freya was the one there, still with him.


She thought of Joe, and felt sadness again, that things hadn’t been easier. ‘We didn’t separate lightly.’


‘He’s a good man,’ Jilly said. ‘A good dad.’


‘I know that,’ Freya said. ‘I don’t need to be with him to value it. I appreciate it every single day.’


‘Is he seeing anyone else?’ Jilly said.


‘I don’t know. I don’t think so. And I’m certainly not. I don’t think that’s what this is about … It’s about giving each other

space: about Joe finding himself, working out what he really wants. I feel like we were so – I don’t know – smothering for each other, I guess. And now I feel like I can breathe again. I can be solid, and strong for the kids. I’m not in a hurry to change that.’


‘I respect your decision, and I’m trying to understand it,’ Jilly said. ‘I just think it’s important, you know, for the children. For them to see their parents together. It’s hard for me to get past that, but I am trying.’


‘The girls are doing fine, Mum,’ Freya said. ‘Doing things this way is giving us all the best chance we’re going to have.’


Freya remembered the police coming to their house the next morning, sitting in the kitchen, her mum insisting on everyone having tea, restlessly moving about the room.


‘Samantha Jackson,’ the policeman said, making a note in his book. ‘Well, we’ll look into it, of course – a missing person is always going to be a priority for us – but we have to take into account that there’s a history here.’


He wasn’t a stranger to them, no one in this town was – and he’d been here over a dozen times, sat in this same room, with their mother fussing over him in the same way. They’d say sometimes that Sam had been missing as much as she’d been found. They’d say it like a joke, but there was always too much truth in it for that. She would run away when she fell out with her dad – it had happened for the first time when she was eight, and she’d got as far as the end of the road before a neighbour brought her home. She’d left again at thirteen, when their dad had told her she couldn’t go for a sleepover at her friend’s house, because he was a boy. When their exchanges got heated, she would walk. Her dad would never admit that he regretted losing his temper with Sam, but Freya could see, etched in the lines on his brow, that part of him, beneath the pride, did.


Sam left, and left, and left. Freya stayed, and waited, and searched.


‘I know,’ Jilly said, putting the tea down and finally settling in a chair. ‘She’ll be back. She always comes back.’


‘Has anything happened lately?’ the policeman asked all of them. ‘Anything that could have upset her and caused her to want to run this time?’


Freya couldn’t bring herself to say it. Not here. Not now. She settled for part of the truth.


‘She and I haven’t been getting on that well lately.’


The police officer glanced up at the wall clock, impatient to be somewhere else. ‘Have you contacted her friends?’


‘Yes – the ones I have the numbers for – they haven’t seen her.’


‘Boyfriend?’


‘No,’ Freya said. She thought of Eliot. She’d sent him a message this morning. ‘No one’s seen her … She’s … been different lately.’ She said it reluctantly, feeling the hypocrisy. She had been different too.


‘They’re not a great crowd, the ones she’s been hanging out with,’ Jilly said.


‘Can you tell me the names of some of them?’ he asked, taking out his notepad.


‘There’s Echo … her real name’s Nicola Blake. She lives on the other side of town.’


He nodded, ‘Chris Blake’s daughter. I know the family.’


‘Then …’ She searched her mind for the surnames. ‘Anya Rierdon, Mel West, Eliot James.’


‘And what are they like? When you say “not a great crowd” …’


Jilly shook her head. ‘They’re not our kind of people. They weren’t good for Samantha.’


*


On Sam’s birthday every year, Freya had developed her own rituals. They were habits now, and each time she’d revive the hope that they might yield different results. She’d do it monthly, sometimes, but certainly and without fail on Sam’s birthday, and the anniversary of the night she disappeared. She’d search the internet for Sam’s name, along with some of the places she might have gone to – along with Thailand, she used to talk of Amsterdam, or Budapest, or Berlin. Freya would keep going until she’d covered all the combinations and permutations she could think of.


She felt compelled to repeat the same search, again and again. There had been a pull that summer, strong enough to make her go. But, with the passing of years, whatever it was would surely fade. She told herself that. Again and again.


She picked up her phone and went on to Facebook. Sam had disappeared a few years before social networking had started up, and she’d never had a profile. Freya had checked from time to time and one had never appeared, at least not in her own name. She clicked through, finding some of Sam’s friends, some now with babies in the profile shot, others in wedding dresses or graduation gowns. One page Freya lingered on for a while.


She went to Messenger. She sent a note to Echo first, Sam’s best friend at the time she’d left. A girl Freya had never warmed to, or figured out, but one her sister had seemed to like spending time with. Then she messaged Anya, then Eliot, then another couple of friends she knew the names of. It was the same message as always, to all of them.




Hi, It’s Freya, Sam’s sister. Today is her 35th birthday. Have you heard anything from her, or about her? If you have we’d really appreciate it if you could let us know. We’re still thinking of her every day, and searching. Thanks.





She got up, poured herself a gin and tonic. She went over to the window and made herself wait. She messaged them, again, and again and they were decent enough to reply, but they never gave her the news she needed.


The gin did barely anything to take the edge off. She finished her glass and then went back to her phone to check it. Anya’s reply came first.




I never heard from her – still nothing. I’m sorry for you and your family. Anya





Then, a few minutes later, Eliot’s.




I wish I had a different answer for you, but no. I’m sorry. You know I haven’t stopped looking.





The punch of disappointment in Freya’s stomach, once, twice. So familiar. Too familiar.


There was no reply from Echo. There rarely was.


Was there a day when Freya didn’t think about her sister? She couldn’t remember one. Sometimes it was the child-Sam, a flash of her smile as she ran off through the park towards the slide. She’d always been fast on her feet and impossible to stop once she’d started. Other times it was Sam at seventeen – her dyed hair, dark at the roots, pale pink at the ends, up in a top-knot. The Nirvana T-shirt over grey jeans. That was what she’d been wearing that night. The last one. Freya had played and replayed the memory in her head so many times that it had worn a groove. She could return there any time she liked; the years had barely faded it.


Freya could still hear her sister’s voice really clearly. The determination. The frustration. She had always been like that. As if she was talking to people who never got it, and who weren’t able to see things the way she did. It was a source of frustration for her. Freya had seen something building in her sister that summer. Something that was making her too big for their house. They’d got used to her leaving, after arguing with Harry – but that night, when she’d gone and not come back, Freya had known it was different. She’d sensed, deep down, that this was more serious, and it hadn’t surprised her when Sam didn’t come back.


Freya had tried to explain to Joe what Sam was like – the fieriness of her. They’d only met that once, so briefly, and Sam hadn’t taken more than a couple of minutes to talk to him. She didn’t think he really got it, what she was like. He hadn’t had a chance to see the good parts of her.


She put her phone down, deciding to call it a night and go to bed. It was nearly midnight. As she was washing up her glass, another message pinged through. Once her heart would have leapt. She used to think – this could be it, the lead she was looking for. Her heart would once have raced. But she’d learned to manage her expectations.


She picked up her phone and tapped on Messenger.


Eliot.


I think about that summer a lot. How things could have turned out differently.









Chapter 3


I give Dino his Weetabix, watch him pour the milk, and you know I can already feel it rising up in me. The rush. All I need to do is get him to school and then I’ll be free to be with it – this feeling. It’s like all the colour is coming back in at once. The days I’ve just gone through, slow and sludgy, just making it from the start to the end and now whoa – it’s like I’m coming alive again.


‘It’s PE today, Mum,’ Dino says, as he crunches the dry bits of cereal up, pushing them into the milk.


‘OK,’ I say. ‘That’s cool.’ I know this means I need to do something but I’m feeling this bubbling up inside me.


‘My trainers—’


I don’t have room for it this morning. I don’t need to be feeling bad about his stuff, the stuff that I can’t afford to replace. I need space for me. I need to run a bit wild today, that’s all.


‘Sure, love, sure,’ I say. ‘Next week, I’ll sort you out for then.’


‘It’s just, it’s today. And last time …’


I go over and give him a big hug. That’ll make it better. ‘Yep. I’ll sort it out, don’t worry.’


Let’s just go, let’s just go. Get to the school gates and then I can drop him and then I’ve got the day – the day with this feeling, the day running free and it’s OK. It’ll be OK. There’s a drive burning in me and I know – however much I don’t want it to be there – that I can’t ignore it.


I get the key from the mantelpiece and give it to him. ‘Here, take this,’ I say. A world opens up to me then.


‘So you’re not …’


‘You can walk back after school by yourself just this once, can’t you, love?’ I say. He’s done it before. I did it as a kid, all the time. There’s no harm in it – a bit of independence.


‘When will you be back?’ he says.


Always the questions. I don’t mind them from him, but always from someone, the questions.


‘I won’t be long, love. Not long.’


There’s some bread in the bread bin, some noodles in the fridge. He’s independent, this one. I raised him to be strong like that. He’ll be OK.


Freya checked on Jessie, and found that instead of being dressed and ready for school she was standing next to a pile of her clothes.


‘What’s happened in here?’


‘I couldn’t find any school T-shirts,’ Jessie said, with a shrug. ‘I got all my other things out, but I still can’t find one.’


‘Are you sure?’ Freya said. She went over to the pile, and rifled through it. She pulled out a pale blue T-shirt almost immediately. ‘Isn’t this one?’


‘Oh. Yeah. That’s one,’ Jessie said brightly, taking off her pyjama top and slipping on the T-Shirt.


‘Thanks, Mum?’ Freya nudged.


‘Thanks, Mum,’ Jessie said, smiling.


Louisa put her head around the door. ‘See you later, you two,’ she said.


Freya noticed she was wearing more make-up than usual, and had on lipstick, which she didn’t usually use. ‘You sure? You don’t want a lift? I can drop you at the corner if—’


‘No, it’s fine. A friend’s picking me up. ’


‘OK,’ Freya said, hesitantly. This didn’t happen. Not normally. They had their routine, and it had been the same for years. ‘I didn’t know any of your friends had their licences yet.’


‘It’s a new friend.’


Friend, like female friend? Freya thought. Or male friend? She bit her tongue. ‘OK, then, love. Just be careful.’


‘I will be.’


She watched her elder daughter go down the stairs, carrying her school bag. She’d noticed a difference in Louisa lately – she was sure of it. It wasn’t something that could be attributed to changes at school, exam pressure or anything else. Louisa was becoming … visible.


For years Louisa had stepped lightly around the town unseen. While her friends had bloomed, at thirteen or fourteen – Louisa had retreated into herself, becoming shy and withdrawn, and immersing herself in her schoolwork. But now something had changed. When they’d walked down the street together in recent weeks, people had noticed her – young men looked, older men looked, women looked.
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