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For our sisters, who were just walking home.










Prologue


Three little words. They have the power to change everything, to turn your world upside down and make you question your own reality. I love you. I’m leaving you. I hate you. The three words that kept me alive when I was a child: I’m not here. This isn’t real. And then: I’ll save myself.


And I did. I escaped a childhood I’ve tried so hard to forget, memories stuffed into boxes, ghosts smothered by the will to survive. Shadows in the corner of the room, fingers reaching out to me like tendrils of smoke, banished by the power of three little words: I’m still here. From denial to refusing to be beaten. From fear to defiance. I’m still here. I’m still here.


I have worn many guises in my life. Wayward child, victim, survivor. Colleague, friend, partner. So many roles have been forced upon me, so few I have chosen myself. Now I am the concerned stepmother, cast into the role by the disappearance of the girl I love like my own daughter. Another role forced upon me. Another nightmare to endure.


Now, three different words have taken over, turning my world upside down and changing the course of my life, of our lives, forever. It was me who uttered the words for the first time, the breath catching in my throat, my heart pounding in my ears in time with the ocean crashing against the rocks below.


Ava is missing.










Rebecca


1st January 2020


I pace the living room floor, my heart beating in time with my footsteps. Eleven steps, stop, turn, eleven steps, stop, turn. My foot hits the coffee table and I halt, focusing on the throbbing in my toes, relishing the pain. Anything to stop the chaos in my mind, to release myself from the fear. But it is inside me, coiling around me until it is hard to breathe, hard to think about anything other than Ava. Ava Ava Ava.


At almost two a.m. this morning, my world was turned upside down by Ava’s friend hammering on the front door. The police arrived quickly, blue flashing lights illuminating the garden, but it will still take Daniel a while to get home. I picture his car flying down the motorway from London to Cornwall, his fingers tightening on the wheel as he drives without stopping, desperate to get home. The roads should be clear, at least. It is the first of January, a new year, a new decade, but the sun hasn’t even risen and already we are thrust into a new world, one we would never have chosen.


I am standing at the living room window when he arrives; I hear the stones skittering beneath the tyres before his car comes into view. I throw open the front door and stand on the step, hands twisting in front of me, as Daniel slams the car door and rushes towards me. The wind blowing in off the sea is cold, the air full of salt, stinging my cheeks.


He stops before he reaches me, his face pale and eyes wide. I’ve never seen him like this, fear written so plainly across his face. ‘Where is she?’ he asks, breathless, his voice small.


‘I don’t know.’


Three little words. What power they have. His expression changes to something more recognisable. He needs to take control of the situation; it is his way.


He strides up the front steps and past me into the house. ‘Are the police here?’


I look up to see Kate’s blonde hair disappear through the door at the end of the hall. ‘In the kitchen.’ I follow Daniel down the hall, remembering the uniformed officers in their heavy boots standing in the hallway hours before, their expressions unreadable as I told them what happened. The helicopter went out a few hours ago, making the whole house vibrate, and I heard them mention the coastguard, but they have found nothing. No sign of her, except the scarf dropped on the grass before the low wire fence at the edge of the garden. Nothing but sea.


She wouldn’t have gone over there, I told them. Ava wasn’t stupid; she knew it was dangerous to play on the cliffs. But they’d looked at me with a pitying expression, one that told me that they knew better. In their eyes, Ava is a fourteen-year-old girl, a reckless teenager. She is capable of getting on a train or into someone’s car of her own volition. Capable of running away. She doesn’t know the area, this county we brought her to only three months ago. She might be new here, she might be missing her old friends, but she would never run away. She would never leave me. Us.


Kate, our family liaison officer, is washing mugs in the sink, shirtsleeves rolled up to protect them from the suds. I open my mouth to speak, but then two other officers come in through the back door, their cheeks red with the cold.


‘Mr Everley?’ the male officer says to Daniel. ‘I’m Detective Inspector Allen. This is Detective Sergeant Tremayne, who I understand has already spoken to your fiancée, but I wondered if you might answer some questions as well.’


‘What questions?’ Daniel demands, and I see something flicker across the officer’s face.


‘When did you arrive, Mr Everley?’ DS Tremayne asks. Her tone has changed since she interviewed me a few hours ago. There is something different in her, a hardness I hadn’t noticed before.


‘Just now. I left the hotel as soon as Rebecca called.’


‘You drove? Weren’t you at a party last night?’


Daniel exhales loudly through his nose. ‘I didn’t have anything to drink. I was perfectly fine to drive. And besides,’ he says, his back straightening as his voice increases in volume, ‘I think this is more important, don’t you?’


I put a hand on his arm, both in support and restraint. He looks terrible, his eyes wide and bloodshot, his face pale, and I’m sure I can smell alcohol coming off him. But he’s right: this is more important. ‘What else do you need to know?’ I ask the officers. ‘I’ve already explained everything.’


‘Ava had been having a sleepover in the annex,’ DI Allen reads from the notes DS Tremayne must have made when she questioned me earlier. ‘It’s recently been renovated?’ He gestures towards the kitchen window and the building beyond.


I nod. ‘It used to be a garage. We intend to let it out to holidaymakers.’ I ignore the expression that flickers across his face.


‘Five girls including herself, all fourteen or fifteen, were here overnight with their parents’ permission,’ he continues, then pauses to look up at me. ‘We’ll need to speak to them all, of course.’


‘Of course,’ I echo, and he turns to DS Tremayne.


‘Uniform has gone out to see them all this morning,’ she confirms, and the DI nods, returning to his notebook.


‘They ordered pizza, which you picked up from the village, and they were watching movies while you were here in the house alone. Is that right, Ms Bray?’


‘Well,’ I begin, feeling my cheeks heat up as Daniel turns his gaze upon me. ‘A friend popped in for a drink. At around eight? Then I fell asleep on the sofa.’ The memory of Poppy banging on the front door, suddenly looking so much younger than her fourteen years, feels like a punch to the stomach. Ava’s gone. I clear my throat. ‘I was woken by Ava’s friend Poppy hammering on the door. She said Ava had come into the house to get something, but she hadn’t come back to the annex.’


‘What friend of yours came here?’ Daniel asks at the same time DI Allen speaks.


‘And what did you do? Were you immediately concerned?’


I glance at Daniel before turning back to the officer. ‘No, not really. I thought she must be somewhere in the house, but I had a look around and couldn’t find her. It wasn’t until I found her scarf that I started to worry.’


‘Her scarf?’ Daniel demands. ‘Where was her scarf?’


I feel like a pendulum, swinging between the two men, and start to feel sick. ‘At the bottom of the garden, by the fence.’


‘And you touched it?’ DI Allen asks.


‘What? Yes. It was so dark . . . Like I said earlier, I picked it up, to see what it was. It was new – I’d bought it for her for Christmas.’ Daniel moves suddenly and I flinch, but he is turning towards the sink, filling a glass with water and gulping it down. The FLO, Kate, is standing in the corner now, watching him, her lips pressed into a thin line. She’s been so quiet, I’d almost forgotten she was there.


‘What happened next?’ DI Allen asks. My emotions must be written across my face, because he softens his tone when he speaks next. ‘I know you’ve already gone through it all several times, but if you could tell me again, now your partner is here.’


I try not to think about why it matters that Daniel is here. They’re looking for holes, something that doesn’t quite add up, or maybe they want to see if I’ll change my story now Daniel is here. Whatever it is, I’m not going to give it to them. ‘I . . . I checked the rest of the garden, and then the annex, where the girls were. They all said the same thing, that Ava had gone back to the house to get something more than thirty minutes before but hadn’t come back. Then I called you.’


‘Did you worry she might have fallen?’ DI Allen asks, his implication clear. I shiver at the thought of Ava falling into the murky sea beyond the cliffs and shake my head.


‘No. No, I told your officers that it was a waste of time looking for her down there. She’s never climbed over the fence before. She knows how dangerous it is. She wouldn’t be so reckless. Her friends all said the same thing, that none of them had been anywhere near the end of the garden. And Poppy said she saw Ava come in through the back door of the house.’


He nods. ‘When did the girls’ parents come to pick them up?’


‘I called Daniel and then I called their parents. I thought . . . I thought they’d want to collect them straight away. The girls were quite upset.’


‘And there were just girls here?’ he asks. I frown at him, not understanding. ‘No boys?’


‘Boys?’ Daniel echoes. ‘Were there boys here?’


‘No, Daniel,’ I protest, looking to DI Allen for help. ‘There weren’t any boys. Just the girls.’


‘Does Ava have a boyfriend?’ the officer asks. I see Kate shift out of the corner of my eye.


‘Of course not,’ Daniel snaps. ‘She’s fourteen.’


DI Allen gives me a look and I sigh. Are we just another set of parents who have no idea what their teenager is up to? But I would know if Ava had a boyfriend. She would have talked to me at least, if not her dad.


‘Not that we know of,’ I say. ‘She’s new here. We only moved into the area a few months ago.’


‘But Rebecca is from here,’ Daniel adds. ‘Originally.’


‘I wouldn’t have guessed,’ DI Allen says, and I know he is referring to my accent, the accent I shed like a skin when I moved away to Hertfordshire. I wonder what Cornish people hate more – the comers-in, those who move into the area and buy up properties that sit empty for half the year, or those of us who leave and never look back.


I say nothing.


‘Rebecca and I knew each other when we were kids,’ Kate says, surprising us all. ‘We went to school together.’


DI Allen seems to scowl at her as a memory jogs in my mind. Kate had been a couple of years younger than me, and we usually didn’t run in the same circles, but I remember taking her back to my childhood home once, something I almost never did. Why did I take her that day? I can’t remember, but I can remember the look on her face when she saw the state of that house. I look up to find her staring at me, and I wonder if the same images are flashing through her mind.


DS Tremayne clears her throat and I turn to look at her. ‘Do you still have family in the area?’ she asks.


‘No. My mother is dead and I never knew my father.’


‘And you didn’t keep in touch with any friends?’ She glances up at Kate but she stays silent. ‘Apart from Lou Tregenza, that is? The friend who popped in for a drink last night?’ I nod and DS Tremayne taps her pen against her bottom lip. ‘I know that name. Tregenza Electrical, is it? I think they did a job for me once.’


‘That’s right. She works with her dad,’ I say, emphasising the pronouns so that Daniel doesn’t jump to the wrong conclusions and think Lou is a male friend.


‘Hmm. Small world.’ She turns back to Daniel. ‘And are all of your family still up country, Mr Everley?’


Daniel frowns at the unfamiliar phrase. I nod. ‘Yes. Though, to be honest, he doesn’t have much family left either.’


‘Just a cantankerous great-aunt,’ he supplies. ‘Dementia. She’s in a care home.’


‘And Ava’s mother? Any family left on that side?’


I hesitate. ‘Yes. She has a grandmother and two aunts, plus their families.’


‘Do they see Ava often?’


Not as often as they would like, I think but don’t say. ‘They used to, when we lived closer.’


‘They dropped in at Christmas,’ Daniel says. ‘Boxing Day, wasn’t it, darling?’ He squeezes my shoulder. DS Tremayne gives me a look and I try not to react.


‘So they weren’t here last night?’ DI Allen asks.


I shake my head. ‘No. They stayed at the hotel in the village for one night, then left in the morning of the twenty-seventh. Aisha, one of Ava’s aunts, is heavily pregnant and has young children at home.’


‘What happens now?’ Daniel demands, his voice so loud I flinch away from him. ‘Will there be a search party? A television appeal?’


‘The coastguard is going out shortly, but like I said, we’re speaking to those who might be able to give us some information,’ DI Allen says carefully. ‘Poppy and the other girls who were at the party.’


‘But what could they tell you? They’re children.’


‘Teenage girls often confide in one another. There might be something Ava didn’t want to tell her parents. A secret she didn’t want to share.’


‘My daughter doesn’t have secrets from me,’ Daniel says, glaring at the police officers. ‘There’s nothing we don’t know about her.’


Oh, but there is. Ava is very good at keeping secrets. And so am I.










Part 1










Chapter 1


Rebecca


Before – October 2019


Leaves skittered across the pebbled drive, the wind barrelling into us as we got out of the car and stared up at the house before us. The autumn afternoon sky was dark, the branches on the trees like outstretched fingers reaching towards the clouds, and the sea raged in the background, crashing against the cliffs beyond. Blackwater House, a place I never thought I’d see again.


I took a deep breath. The air was full of salt and the promise of rain, and I caught the sound of a seagull screeching on the wind. It had been more than fifteen years since I left this village, fifteen years of building a new life and trying to forget the old one. And now I was back, with my new family in tow, and I wondered if the ghosts of my past would be hiding in the shadows of our new home.


‘We used to say this house was haunted,’ I said, peering up at the darkened windows of the house before us. ‘That a mean old woman lived here. We used to see her staring at us from the upstairs windows. They said she was a witch.’ I regarded my fiancé out of the corner of my eye as he stepped up beside me.


‘Poor woman,’ Daniel said, laughing. ‘I’m sure she was just lonely.’


He has no idea, I thought as I watched him stride towards the front door, overgrown plants reaching across the path to snatch at his trousers. I thought of Gwen then, the one we’d called a witch, who had turned out to be my guardian angel. She hadn’t been a witch, of course, and she hadn’t been lonely either. She’d loved living in this house, tending the gardens and watching the birds dance across the sky, diving down to the ocean below. Blackwater House had been her sanctuary, and I hoped we would be as happy here as she had been.


Ava, my fourteen-year-old stepdaughter, sidled up beside me, one earphone in, mouth working on a wad of chewing gum. ‘Is it really haunted?’ she asked, blowing a bubble. ‘It just looks like a shithole.’


I frowned. ‘Language. And no, of course it’s not haunted. It was just a silly story we used to scare ourselves with. The woman who owned it was actually very kind.’


‘So kind she had no one else to leave it to?’ Daniel said over his shoulder. ‘No friends or family?’ I frowned, opening my mouth to reply when Ava spoke again.


‘I don’t like ghosts.’ Ava gave a shudder and I put an arm around her shoulders, forgetting how young she still was. She’d shot up in the past year, her long legs making her almost as tall as me, her child’s body slowly turning into that of a young woman, but she was still so young, so innocent. She still needed me – us – to protect her.


‘There’s no such thing,’ I said, squeezing her before letting go and following Daniel into the house. But ghosts do exist, just not in the form she imagined. They’ve been haunting me my entire life.


 


I closed the front door and leaned against it, swiping an arm across my forehead. It was early October and the house was freezing cold, but I’d worked up a sweat helping bring everything into the house, while Daniel lounged on the sofa and Ava unpacked the boxes in her new bedroom.


‘Just leave it, darling,’ he’d said as I helped one of the movers carry the dining table in through the French doors. ‘This is what we’re paying them for.’ He gave a huff of laughter and turned back to his phone, thumbs flying over the keypad. The mover had raised an eyebrow at Daniel’s words and I tried to hide my smile.


But now, finally, we were in, and I could start unpacking, filling Blackwater House with our lives. It felt strangely normal to cross the threshold of this place, as if I’d come home after many years away.


Ava stomped down the stairs and I smiled brightly at her. ‘How’s the new room, sweetie?’


She frowned. ‘It smells funny.’


‘That’s just because it’s new to you. It’ll soon start to smell like home.’ I pushed off the door, wiping my hands on my jeans. ‘How about some dinner?’


‘Can we order pizza?’ she asked, jumping down the last step and landing on the floorboards with a bang.


‘Careful! That’s real wood flooring,’ Daniel called from the sofa.


‘I don’t think anywhere delivers around here,’ I said.


Ava grimaced. ‘Where the hell have you brought me?’


‘There’s a pizza place on the corner,’ Daniel said, poking his head round the door. ‘It’s not far – we could go and collect it.’


I peered out at the darkening sky, the clouds heavy with rain. ‘It must be new. There weren’t any takeaways in the village when I was growing up. Do you think they do gluten-free?’


Daniel was scrolling through his phone again, cursing the lack of signal. Our broadband hadn’t been connected yet, and it appeared that this village was still a black spot for modern technology. ‘Ah!’ he said after a moment. ‘Here we are. Yes, they do, and they have a separate oven for it too. You just have to ring up in advance.’ He smiled at me as if he’d just won a prize. ‘What do you fancy?’


While Daniel ordered dinner, I went into the room across the hall, which would be my office and library. I opened up a box labelled BOOKS and smiled as I pulled them out. I’d been collecting books since I was a child, though most of them had been left in my mother’s house when her boyfriend had kicked me out, and I’ve managed to build up my collection over the years. Last Christmas, Ava bought me a bundle of Goosebumps books, which we’d then started reading together on weekends. I’ve always loved our time together – Saturday morning shopping and slow Sunday afternoons. Now we were in Cornwall, we would have even more time together when Daniel travelled back up to London on the sleeper train for work. I couldn’t wait.


I smiled as I stood in the middle of the room. It had been a sitting room when Gwen lived here, the shelves in the alcoves full of books. I wondered where they all were, who had cleared out Gwen’s things. Someone must have emptied the house before today, everything packed up and taken to the dump or given to charity. She’d probably set aside some money for the house to be cleared, not wanting to leave it to me to organise. She was like that: thoughtful, considerate. She’d given me the gift of Blackwater House, and the burden of it. But I was excited to get started on our renovation plans.


Although the room needed some work, I already loved it, with its high ceilings and dark wood floors, and I’d already decided how I would decorate. I’d ordered a sofa in dusky pink, which would go perfectly with a dark green ceiling and warm white walls. I would get some gold fittings and had already bought the light, which would hang from the beautiful ceiling rose. There was a huge bay window overlooking the driveway and front garden, which was currently overgrown and rather bleak, but I imagined would look beautiful in the spring. I’d ordered a few bookcases, a coffee table, and two tub chairs, all of which were stacked against the wall, waiting to be assembled, along with a desk, which would go in front of the bay window.


I’d been working as an editor and ghost-writer for years, ever since Ava started school and I’d had more time to fill. I didn’t really need to work, as Daniel made enough for us to live comfortably, but I enjoyed it, losing myself in each manuscript as I had lost myself in stories as a child. And it allowed me to build up a healthy savings pot, which also meant I could take a few months off to focus on turning Blackwater House into a home.


I grabbed the toolbox from the hallway and got to work on the furniture, stopping when Daniel came in to tell me the pizzas were ready to collect. I pushed the two assembled chairs against the wall and he moved into the room, running a hand over the back of the one closest to him. ‘Why don’t you stay here, grab a shower?’ he suggested. ‘I’m sure you could do with freshening up.’ I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and smoothed a hand over my messy hair. ‘Ava and I will brave the weather,’ he added with a grin. The grey clouds had turned darker and now rain lashed at the windows.


‘She’ll be furious if her hair gets messed up,’ I warned, turning back to him. ‘There should be an umbrella in one of the boxes in the hallway. Try the one closest to the stairs?’


He rummaged around, crying ‘Aha!’ and lifting it in triumph before calling up the stairs for Ava. ‘I’ll bring back a bottle of wine,’ he said, shrugging on his coat. ‘To celebrate our new home.’


I wasn’t sure the pizza place or the village shop, if it was open, would have the kind of wine Daniel was used to, but I didn’t say anything. Instead I smiled. ‘Good idea, darling. See you soon.’


The door slammed shut behind them, making the lights flicker, and a memory of the first time I’d been inside this house came back to me. It had been raining then too, my hair and clothes drenched as I’d stood shivering in the hallway, a puddle forming beneath my feet. A warm September day had brought thunderstorms in the evening, the sky turning from a light reddish gold to deep grey. The front garden had been overgrown even then, weeds and thorns tangling together, the grass knee-high, the trees standing like guards to the east. Such a contrast to the back garden, which was orderly and tended. It was almost as if she wanted to warn people away from Blackwater House. But I had found my way through, and it was then that I’d learned the name of the witch who lived here, the woman whose house we’d thrown eggs at on Halloween and whose door we’d knocked on before running away and hiding in the hedges.


But, on that September evening, I wasn’t trying to disappear. I was fifteen, cold and wet and bleeding. I needed help, and Gwen – kind, generous Gwen, not the witch I had once imagined – was the only one to give it to me.


Shaking myself out of my memories, I headed upstairs. I grabbed a towel and my toiletry bag from an open box in our bedroom before stripping off and padding into the en suite. The tiles were cold beneath my feet and I wondered if we could have underfloor heating installed, a luxury I had gotten used to in our previous house. The shower was probably older than me, and it took a while for me to find the right temperature, but I sighed as the warm water hit my skin, melting the knots from between my shoulder blades. As I was rinsing the conditioner from my hair, I heard a door slam downstairs, and smiled.


‘That was quick!’ I called out, but I couldn’t hear a response over the sound of the water. I stepped out of the shower, wrapping the towel around me, and hurried into the bedroom to get dressed. I tore open a box labelled REBECCA’S CLOTHES, grabbed the first things I could find and threw them on before heading back downstairs. The hallway was empty, but wet footprints tracked across the floor towards the kitchen. I pushed open the door, expecting to find Daniel and Ava sat at the breakfast bar, pizza boxes open in front of them, but there was nobody there. The room was a mess, with boxes everywhere, some torn open and half-emptied, and a memory of my childhood kitchen flashed into my mind: the filthy counters, the dirty dishes piled in the sink. It’s not the same, I told myself, turning away. You’ve only just moved in. It’s not dirty, just untidy.


I heard a noise and jumped. ‘Hello?’ I called, the sound echoing in the empty hall. What if there was an intruder? I glanced around for a weapon and found a large torch sitting on top of an open box beside the understairs cupboard. After picking it up and switching it on, I crept down the hall and pushed open the living room door, the beam lighting my way. The room was freezing, the sea air blasting in through the open patio doors at the back. Frowning, I hurried across the room to close them, my teeth chattering with the cold, but before I could get there the doors slammed shut and I jumped again, staring wide-eyed at the woman in the glass before realising it was my own reflection.










Chapter 2


Rebecca


Before – October 2019


I closed my eyes, trying to control my breathing. I’d always been jumpy. It was something Terry had laughed about, his eyes glinting nastily as my mother sat silently, as she always did, through shame or fear or the drugs she had just taken. Terry was her boyfriend, her drug dealer, her abuser. When he arrived, nobody expected him to stay for long. People often crashed at our house, sleeping wherever they fell, muddy boots and threadbare jackets piled up on the stairs, for as long as there were enough drugs or alcohol to keep them entertained. I rarely learned the names of those people, for they would disappear as swiftly as they arrived, but Terry was different. Sharper somehow. No matter how much he drank or smoked, he was still alert, still ready to strike, like a viper watching its prey.


Forcing myself to turn away from my reflection, I went into the kitchen and started tidying up, unable to shake the memories that were crowding in. With Terry came more people who took up residence in the living room, ranting about how the rest of the country forgot about Cornwall, ‘those pricks in Westminster leaving us to rot’ in poverty and deprivation. I remember listening to the voices coming from the living room – always men’s voices, loud and angry – and not understanding it. But it didn’t take me long to understand what fuelled Terry. Power, or the idea of it, usually gained through violence. He didn’t flinch from cruelty, and he had a reputation as being quick to anger.


I often heard him hitting my mum too. He would lay into her whenever she passed out too quickly or took something he hadn’t said she could. She would fight back at first, usually with anything she could lay her hands on – empty bottles, an ashtray, the coffee table. That went through the window once, which Terry had to board up the next day. But he was always stronger, and her anger would soon turn to pain, and her pain would turn to acquiescence. By the time I was twelve and Terry had lived with us for over a year, I had seen and heard more than any child should have, and I quickly came to understand that Terry was more dangerous than the others, and he wasn’t going anywhere.


I was scrubbing the kitchen sink, the scent of bleach stinging my nostrils, when Daniel and Ava came back, the front door slamming, jolting me back to the present.


‘We’re home!’ Ava sang as she went through to the kitchen. ‘I hope you’re hungry!’


I turned and took a deep breath. I repeated my mantra in my head, the one I’d learned during my counselling sessions. Don’t let your past dictate your future. I had to stay focused, keep looking forwards. I had to leave my ghosts behind me. I pasted on a smile and went out into the hall.


‘Ah, there she is!’ Daniel grinned, handing me a bottle of wine as he wrestled out of his coat. ‘Ava, can you hunt out some plates?’


‘I can’t find them!’ she called from the kitchen. I heard something smash and winced. ‘Oops.’


‘Leave it, darling,’ I said quickly, pushing open the kitchen door to find her trying to pick up a broken jar of jam. ‘We’ll eat from the box, like savages.’ Ava grinned and slid onto a stool at the breakfast bar while I cleaned up, inhaling sharply when a piece of glass sliced my thumb. I washed my hands at the sink, wrapping a piece of kitchen roll around the small wound. I’d dig out the first aid kit later.


‘Have you been cleaning?’ Ava asked, sniffing the air. ‘I can smell bleach.’


‘Just the sink. There was a nasty smell coming from the drain.’


Daniel wrinkled his nose. ‘I hope there’s nothing wrong with the plumbing.’


‘Oh, I’m sure there isn’t,’ I said quickly. ‘Shall I find some wine glasses?’


‘Definitely,’ he said, sitting down beside his daughter. ‘We’re not fifteen, sitting down the park with a bottle swiped from our parents’ cupboard. Not that Rebecca ever did that,’ he added with a wink at Ava. ‘She was a good girl.’


I laughed nervously, turning to reach into another box and pulling out three wine glasses wrapped in newspaper. Becks Bray had never been a good girl.


‘Only half a glass for you, young lady,’ Daniel warned, raising an eyebrow at Ava. I smiled. We’d decided to introduce alcohol at home instead of letting Ava discover it on a park bench like I had, though Daniel didn’t know about that particular aspect of my past. And I intended to keep it that way.


‘Yes, Father,’ she said with a smile, opening her pizza box and tearing off a slice. ‘Yours is there, Becks.’ She pointed at a box with GF written on the front. I gaped at her. She’d never called me Becks before. I hadn’t been Becks in a long time, had shed that identity when I left. She frowned at me. ‘Did you hurt your hand?’


I glanced down at the kitchen roll, now stained red. ‘Just a nick,’ I said, trying to ignore the buzzing inside my head. I forced a smile and kissed the top of her head. She screwed up her face, wriggling away, and I caught Daniel’s eye and smiled. She was growing up quickly – too quickly. She knew more than we gave her credit for, more than we wanted her to. But why had she called me Becks? Had she found something of mine with that name on, something I thought I’d hidden?


Daniel poured us each a glass of wine, then raised his. ‘To us,’ he said, and I picked up my glass too. ‘To our new adventure.’


‘To Blackwater House!’ Ava piped up, raising her glass to clink against her father’s. They both watched me as I lifted my own, trying to ignore the blanket of dread settling over me.


To Blackwater House. And to all the ghosts I left behind.


 


After dinner, Ava declared that she was having an early night, and Daniel and I exchanged a look. An ‘early night’ for her meant lying in bed watching something on Netflix, but we didn’t mind. She was fourteen, after all. She didn’t want to spend all of her time with us.


‘I’ll be up to say goodnight soon,’ I told her as she went upstairs. Riffling through a box, I found a bottle of washing-up liquid and a pack of sponges, and quickly cleaned the glasses we’d used during dinner. Daniel had gone into the living room; the TV had been switched on and muffled voices floated down the hall. After drying my hands on a tea towel and applying a new plaster to the cut, I switched on the torch on my phone and carried the pizza boxes through the utility room and out the back door to where the bins were kept. It was pitch-black outside now. Night had descended like a blanket being thrown over us, and I looked up to see the sky dotted with stars. The view was breath-taking, even in the darkness. Moonlight rippled across the waves, which stretched out as far as the eye could see, until sea became sky.


Gwen had called it her sanctuary, and that’s what it became for me too, when she’d opened the door that night all those years ago. Blackwater House had been built in the eighteenth century as a dwelling for the mine captain and his family, back when machines tore tin from the earth across the Cornish coast. It’s this part of its history that made us move back here instead of selling when we found out Gwen had left Blackwater House to me. Subsidence due to historic mining meant no bank would lend a mortgage for it, and we’d even struggled to find a decent insurance premium that wasn’t through the roof.


But honestly, as soon as I’d read the letter from the solicitors, explaining that I had inherited Blackwater House, I knew I would have to come back. It was the chance of a lifetime, to restore a beautiful house in a historic area, which was surrounded by second homes and holiday lets. Gwen had given me the chance to return to my heritage, and the sea that had always called me home.










Chapter 3


Kate


Now – 1st January 2020


Kate wakes with a start, her phone vibrating on the bedside table. Light filters through the half-closed curtains, dust motes sparkling in the air as she shields her eyes from the glare. It takes her a moment to realise the light is coming from the neighbours’ overzealous security lights and not the sun. Groaning, she checks the time before answering the phone.


‘Winters,’ she grunts, which is met with a tinkling laugh.


‘We don’t really answer the phone like that, maid,’ the voice on the other end says. ‘That’s just another lie Hollywood has been telling us about policing.’


Kate laughs despite herself. ‘Are you ringing at five o’clock in the morning on New Year’s Day just to mock me, Barbara? Do you have any idea how hungover I am?’ The sound of the control room buzzes in the background as Barbara laughs.


‘Late one, was it? And no, I wish I was, maid.’ Her voice turns serious and Kate sits up slowly. ‘Missing girl reported this morning over St Agnes way. Fourteen years old. Went missing after a sleepover last night.’ She pauses. ‘Oscar One wants you as FLO on this one.’


Kate waits for the room to stop spinning before throwing back the covers and heading for the bathroom. ‘Why me?’ she asks as she wriggles out of her pyjama bottoms and kicks them into a corner.


‘He reckons you might know the stepmother. Rebecca Everley?’


Kate pauses, one sock dangling from her foot, the phone pinned between her shoulder and ear. The name doesn’t ring a bell. ‘Nothing to do with my expertise then?’


Barbara snorts. ‘One missing person found safe and well and suddenly you’re the expert.’


‘Just because your Frank can’t find his own house on the way back from the pub, there’s no need to be snarky with me.’ Kate grins as she remembers having to lead Barbara’s husband the twenty yards from the pub to his house, Barbara opening the door in a dressing gown and slippers, her hair in curlers, tutting loudly as she dragged him inside.


‘When will you let me forget that?’


‘Maybe next year.’ Kate glances at her appearance in the mirror and decides she can scrape her hair up into a half-decent bun to avoid washing it. She thinks of her wife’s curls and curses her own straight blonde hair, which is too fine to do much with. ‘Where am I going?’ she asks.


‘I’ll send you the address. Uniform is with the family now. I believe a search is being conducted at the property as we speak. They’ve had the chopper out already, but no joy.’ Barbara exhales loudly. ‘And, Kate? Don’t step on any toes. You’re being brought in because Oscar One thinks you’re the right woman for the job.’


‘Me, step on toes?’ Kate pretends to be offended, but she’s touched by the older woman’s concern. Kate qualified as a family liaison officer last year, and she is already known within the Devon and Cornwall Police to be ambitious – though ruthless was the word she overheard being used to describe her recently. Unfairly, she might add. There’s nothing wrong with being ambitious, though lately she’s been wondering where her career might lead.


‘I’ll be on my way within twenty minutes,’ she says, hanging up and jumping into the shower. In the bedroom, she pauses by her wife’s side of the bed as she’s buttoning up her shirt. Lauren has been away for a few days, taking care of her dad after he had an operation, and Kate knows she’ll still be sleeping soundly, miles away in Hertfordshire.


‘Lucky sod,’ she murmurs as she grabs her phone and hurries downstairs.


 


Less than an hour later, Kate is driving down the narrow lane towards the old tin mine, which sits proudly on the edge of the cliff. A memory of her mum clambering barefoot up the rocks makes her smile in the gloom. Sunrise is still a couple of hours away; the sky is a pale purple with an orange hue.


What a start to the new year, she thinks, then realises she’s driven past her turning. Swearing, she reverses and swings the car down the drive towards Blackwater House, a place she hasn’t thought about in years. Another memory rises up as the house comes into view, this time of the old woman who’d lived here when Kate was growing up. What was her name again? She can’t remember. People used to say she never left the house; that she was either a witch, a hermit, or a ghost, or maybe even all three, but Kate used to see her walking into the village at the crack of dawn to do her shopping. They would smile and say good morning to each other as Kate carried her paper-round bag out to her bike. ‘I’ll take the paper now,’ the woman had said once. ‘Save you coming all the way out to me.’


She had struck Kate as kind, her hair tied back in a neat bun and her grey eyes crinkling at the corners as she smiled. As her car rumbles up the drive now, she remembers the local kids targeting this house on Halloween, climbing over the gate and throwing eggs and toilet paper at the front door, and she feels a tug of guilt as she remembers the year she went along, hiding in the bushes with the others, trying to fit in.


Parking up, Kate gazes through the windscreen at the front of the house. It hasn’t changed much since she was last here, but the wrap-around garden looks neater and the garage seems to have been converted into something. Rebecca Everley, she thinks, trying to place the name. The old woman must have moved on or died, and now this Rebecca Everley was making Blackwater House her home.


A throbbing has started behind her left eye and she curses herself for her stupidity the night before. With Lauren up in Hertfordshire, Kate had spent the evening down the pub with a few colleagues, succumbing to peer pressure and staying far later than she’d originally intended. Popping open the glovebox, she finds a packet of paracetamol and swallows two with a gulp of water before getting out of the car. It’s freezing cold, and she notices a frost on the grass as she crunches her way across the drive and raises a gloved fist to knock on the door, ignoring the video doorbell attached to the wall beside it. She steps back to check for other cameras when the door opens to reveal a uniformed police officer who had been at the pub with her the night before.


‘Morning,’ PC Smith says with a grimace. ‘You look how I feel.’


‘Have you been to bed at all?’ she asks with a chuckle, stepping inside and wiping her boots on the mat.


‘I probably managed an hour or two,’ he says, covering a yawn with the back of his hand. ‘The baby woke up at four and wouldn’t settle back down.’


‘So you’re on night feeds then?’


‘Yup. Almost glad to be called out, but don’t tell my wife that.’


Kate flashes him a grin before looking around. The hallway is bright, all white paint and pale wood, the stairs opening up straight ahead to reveal a wide landing. ‘Nice place. I’ve never been inside before. When did they move in?’


‘October time. She’s from here, apparently, but I don’t recognise her.’


‘How old is she?’


The PC shrugs. ‘Thirties?’


‘And how old are you?’


‘Twenty-one.’


‘Well, that explains it then. You were probably a babe in arms when she left. Where did she go?’


‘Up country somewhere.’


‘Very specific.’ Kate pokes her head around the living room door, scanning the empty room. The Christmas tree is still up, the lights looping through a series of patterns. Her left eye twitching, Kate looks away.


‘She’s in the kitchen with DS Tremayne,’ PC Smith says as Kate peers into what looks like an office on the other side of the hall, the room blissfully dark.


Kate suppresses a groan. Of all the officers on call, it had to be DS sodding Tremayne. ‘Right you are. You coming with?’


‘I’m to go down and meet the coastguard.’


‘Coastguard? Do they think she went down there then?’


The PC shrugs again. ‘The back garden is open to the sea. Well, there’s a low fence, but she easily could’ve climbed it.’


‘Jesus. All right, thanks. Drink plenty of water.’


‘Yes, Guv.’ He gives a mock salute and Kate pretends to swat him before making her way down the hall towards what must be the kitchen. The door is open a crack and she can hear voices now. As she pushes open the door, she sees the DS standing by the sink while a woman sits hunched over on a stool, her face in her hands. Tremayne offers Kate a nod, almost looking relieved to see her.


‘Ah, good,’ she says, and the woman looks up. ‘Rebecca, this is your family liaison officer, Kate Winters. I’ll, uh, leave you to it.’ To Kate’s relief, she strides out into the garden.


The woman’s face is ashen, her eyes rimmed with red. Kate offers her a small smile as she takes in her crumpled clothes and her wild, tangled hair. She notices that the woman is wearing odd socks. ‘Ms Everley, I—’


The woman interrupts. ‘It’s Rebecca. Rebecca Bray.’


Suddenly it clicks, and Kate struggles to hide her surprise. Becks Bray. She recognises this woman as the girl she went to school with, who’d lived in what was known as the rougher part of the village. She focuses on keeping her voice level as she speaks. ‘Hi, Rebecca. Do you know who I am?’
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