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			Prologue

			31 July 2003

			The newspapers were stacked up high – matte and musky, folds exact, edges freshly cut. The man picked up the top copy, still warm and smudgy under his fingers.

			Friday commuters milled in front of the big clock, like caged tigers pacing back and forth, men in their ironed shirts, women with their dewy make-up. The muggy smell of hot metal wafted in from the automatic doors leading to Platform One, which sported professionals waiting for the city express, and friends, clumped in little twos or threes, sipping lattes from paper cups and giggling in anticipation of shopping trips and white wine before lunchtime.

			The man paid for his paper at the station cafe and ordered a coffee, one elbow on the wooden counter to the left of the muffins and buttery taupe pastries. Feeling his stomach grumble, he smoothed out the pages while the machine hissed and puffed.

			A young blonde girl placed her order and stood next to him, wrapping her arms around herself. She looked cold, and was shivering despite the pleasant July morning. The man looked back down and eyed a pastry again, calculating how many calories that would add up to. He’d promised his wife he would stick to the diet this time.

			Sighing, he looked away, and his eyes skimmed the front of the paper. A picture of a teenager was splashed across it. Her blonde hair was pulled into a thick honey ponytail, her face scrubbed clean, no make-up like his daughter and her friends, with their bottle tans that stained the bedding and complicated hair in little butterfly clips.

			Sparkling blue eyes and a plump, rosy lower lip with a handful of freckles across her cheekbones. The headline read: Family devastated without Hope.

			He read on. A missing girl – just fifteen. Hope. The paper must have loved that one for the headline. Two days gone, model student, popular, loved horses. Some sick bastards around. He shook his head and thought of his daughter and how she’d walked home from the cinema last night on her own.

			The woman called his order and he reached for his black coffee – no milk, no sugar. He sighed as he brought it to his lips. The girl next to him looked down at his paper, her hair falling over her face, and she was so motionless, so statuesque, that she was almost captivating.

			The man looked away quickly, deliberately, lifting his coffee and folding the paper under his arm while he took a seat on the row of stools facing the counter. The girl carried two coffee cups over to the stand where the milk stood, with shaking hands. He tried not to watch her as she went to pick up the metal flask and caught one of the cups with her sleeve.

			‘Ow, shit, sorry.’ The hot brown fluid poured out all over the counter, funnelling into a steady stream as it cascaded onto the floor. The girl grabbed a handful of napkins and dropped down, frantically soaking up the mess.

			‘It’s all right, love,’ the woman behind the counter clucked, and lifted up the flap, armed with a mop. ‘I’ll sort it.’

			The man stood up. The girl was still down on the floor, holding her wrist and wincing. ‘You OK? Did that burn you?’ He leant over the table to get a better look, but she scuttled back, banging into the legs of the woman like a frightened rabbit.

			‘It’s OK, here.’ He put down the paper and went to help her up, but she was already clambering to her feet.

			‘I’m fine, I’m fine,’ she said. ‘I’m so sorry.’

			‘Just hang on a sec, pet, and I’ll pour you another.’ The woman winced as she straightened herself up.

			‘No, no, it’s OK.’ The girl looked frantically towards the platform. ‘I think my train is here . . .’

			‘Are you sure?’ The woman looked towards the doors. ‘There’s nothing . . .’

			But the girl had already gone, pushing her way through the growing throng of suits and heels, and the people nattering into their handsets, their voices a constant drone.

			The man and woman looked at each other and shrugged.

			He sat back down and carried on reading – the picture still gleaming, leaping off the page. The picture of the girl with ­honey-blonde hair and blue eyes.

			The man looked up, startled, grabbed the paper and made his way to the platform, joining the sea of people as the next arrival was announced. The crowd moved and undulated, swelling and shrinking, as people tried to best position themselves to board.

			Where was she? The train was pulling into the platform. The man approached a woman in a high-vis vest, gesturing frantically at his paper. She talked into her radio. The man scoured the faces, the flaring nostrils, the watchful, impatient eyes.

			What had she been wearing? Something purple, maybe? Or was it pink? Purple. Purple.

			The train doors opened with a swoosh and the people surged forward. The crowd was thinning but he still couldn’t see her. He turned back towards the coffee and briefcase he’d just abandoned in the cafe. It was probably nothing.

			And then there she was.

			Her blue eyes were dim, her hair straggly and swollen with the salt of the sea air.

			But it was her. She just stood there. Then she must have felt his gaze, because she lifted her eyes and stared at him. At the paper in his hand. Her shoulders were slumped, but her chin was high. She really was shivering now. Her jaw was clattering, and her fingers trembled as he took a tentative step towards her, his hand reaching into his pocket for his phone. The woman with the radio had spotted her too and moved forward, speaking again in a hushed voice into her transmitter, and the doors that should have slid shut stayed open.

			The girl watched them approach her. The man had kind eyes that crinkled and a comforting pudge to his belly. His shirt strained a little against it.

			‘Hope?’ He reached his arm out towards her, afraid she would bolt at any second.

			She was cold. Deeply cold inside her bones, and the blood was pumping around her body at an alarming rate.

			‘It’s OK. Everything is going to be OK.’

		

	
		
			1

			Now

			The girl sat down on the kerb across the road and pulled out her phone from her back pocket. Every day this week. Same time, just past ten. Same cut-off denim shorts. Her hair was always different, though.

			She glanced up and Leah pulled back from the kitchen window. Not so fast she looked guilty. Just casually. She wasn’t staring. Not exactly. But she didn’t want to look weird. Turning on the hot tap, Leah rinsed her coffee cup and watched the black water bleed out to beige as it ran over the brim. It’d been another struggle to get up this morning and she was already considering a third cup.

			‘Jesus Christ, Mum.’ Luke appeared next to her, chewing on an overstuffed bap. It smelt of mayonnaise and something vaguely fishy. Her stomach curdled. ‘Will you stop staring at kids?’

			‘I’m not,’ Leah murmured, ‘I’m washing up. It’s just . . . I feel sorry for her. She’s always here. Doesn’t she have a home to go to?’

			Luke snorted and wiped a creamy smear from his top lip with the back of his hand. ‘I told you last night, I wouldn’t feel sorry for Charlie Bates. Why are you washing up, anyway? Is the dishwasher broken?’

			‘That’s like the start of a sexist joke,’ Leah said, still looking outside.

			A gleaming black SUV appeared around the corner, the sun bouncing off the bodywork. Leah looked at the mud splattered on the hatchback in her driveway and puffed out her cheeks. She’d been threatening to wash it for weeks.

			She watched as Hannah, her neighbour’s daughter, leapt out of the passenger seat, hair swinging down her back. She threw her arms around the girl at the kerb. Sweet Hannah. So fawn-like: her wispy hair was biscuity, her legs wobbly, stance awkward and gangly. Her freckles were coming out now the sun had broken through.

			‘See.’ Luke raised his eyebrows. ‘She’s not on her own now, is she?’

			Bracken, Hannah’s Labrador, bounded out of the back seat and jumped up at Charlie, who laughed and ruffled the top of his chocolate head, then squealed and leapt back.

			‘Careful, he’s wet!’ Hannah’s dad, Sam, shouted out of his open window, and then he got out of the car, swinging the keys in a circle round his middle finger. He opened the boot and pulled out a lumpy reusable shopping bag. He was wearing shorts, classic English-summer, knee-length, combat-style shorts with too many pockets and access cords. His trainers looked new. Or at least recently washed. ‘Had to jump into the bloody beck to get him. Daft bugger.’ Sam slammed the boot shut.

			 

			‘Who’s that girl?’ Leah had asked at dinner the night before. ‘The one over the road, knocking about with Hannah all the time?’

			Her husband Chris had shrugged without looking up, shovelling his penne into his mouth one-handed, eyes on his tablet. It kept pinging and making him scowl. Leah and Luke had been eating spaghetti with their meatballs. But Chris didn’t like spaghetti. She always made him penne separately.

			‘Charlie Bates,’ Luke said.

			‘Is she in Hannah’s year? She looks much older than Hannah.’

			‘Yeah. Year Eight. Well, going into Year Nine.’ He had reached over for the pepper mill and started grinding forcefully.

			‘Calm down. Does it owe you money or something?’ Leah had nodded at the mill and raised her brows. ‘You’ll break it.’

			‘But the pepper tastes better if you do it faster.’ Luke had given it one last twist.

			‘That’s impossible. It’s exactly the same.’ Leah had torn off some garlic bread, then thought of her waistline and dropped it onto Chris’s plate.

			‘Thanks.’ Chris had looked up briefly and flashed her a smile. His whole face had changed. He looked stern most of the time. A bit like one of those hunters in old-fashioned paintings with a frown and a pheasant. But his blue eyes always brightened with a smile, and it seemed to make him more real somehow. ‘This is lovely, by the way. New recipe?’

			‘No, old. Just mixed up the spices a bit.’ She’d turned straight back to Luke. ‘So really? This girl is only, what, thirteen? Christ . . . she looks about sixteen.’

			‘She vapes and gives Year Tens blow jobs.’

			Leah had dropped her fork with a clatter.

			‘I’ve heard . . .’ Luke hastily added.

			‘Who are we talking about?’ Chris had looked up with sudden interest.

			‘Some girl that Mum’s obsessed with.’

			‘I am not obsessed. It’s just, you know, she’s been here every day of the summer holidays. I just wondered if she was new to the area or something.’

			‘Nah, I think she lives up in Berry Brow Flats.’

			‘Oh . . .’ Chris had grimaced and looked at Leah.

			‘Don’t be a snob, Chris.’ Leah had finished the last mouthful of her red wine. She had wanted another glass, but Chris hadn’t even touched his. She’d waited till her bath.

			‘I’m not being a snob, Leah. It’s you who shudders whenever we drive past.’ Chris had waggled his fork at her. A bit of meatball had slithered off the prongs and landed on the table in a small pool of passata and garlic. He didn’t notice as his tablet pinged again. ‘God, we need to get this new receptionist in. Everyone is so stressed trying to juggle staffing the counter with appointments. No one understands the system. The booking thingy has totally gone to pot.’

			‘I don’t shudder,’ Leah said sulkily. ‘It’s not like that.’

			‘Well, what is it like?’ Luke grinned. His hair was definitely darker again, Leah had noticed. When he’d been little it had been so red that he looked as if he was crowned in flames when the sun caught it. But it was burning out now, fading to conker embers to match his eyes – her eyes. ‘You’re the one always banging on about how you grew up on a council estate and we’re not thankful enough, yada yada yada.’

			Leah had looked back at the wine. ‘I just wondered who she was. That’s all.’

			 

			Now, Luke crammed the last of his sandwich into his mouth.

			‘I’m out,’ he spluttered, his lips oozing with mushed-up orange crumbs and a grey sludge.

			‘What are you eating?’ Leah turned her gaze back to Luke.

			‘Fish finger butty.’

			‘With mayo?’

			Luke nodded. ‘And cheese spread.’

			‘Is there anything more revolting than the taste buds of a fourteen-year-old boy?’ Leah shuddered. ‘It’s ten in the morning.’

			‘Human Centipede.’ Luke winked at her. ‘YouTube it.’

			‘I’m good, thanks.’

			Leah looked back at the drive. Bracken was in Sam’s front garden, rolling in the borders. She could hear the girls chatting as they went into the house, not the words exactly, but the melodies in their voices overlapping, like the end of a song.

			‘Mum?’ Luke ran his hands through his hair and ruffled it up. ‘Do you think, maybe, you need a job?’

			‘Don’t be a . . .’ Leah trailed off, a slippery insult rolling like a boiled egg in her mouth. She couldn’t quite bring herself to call her son a twat. At least, not to his face.

			‘Twat?’ Luke offered.

			‘Just. Stop. Talking. Go down to the skate park and indulge in some light antisocial behaviour like a normal teenager.’

			‘Are you saying I’m not normal?’

			‘I tidied your room yesterday and I didn’t find anything untoward. I am greatly disappointed in your general lack of civil disobedience. You need to rebel, otherwise you’re going to be one of those people who goes mental in a supermarket one day because they’ve run out of chickpeas and guns everyone down.’

			‘We don’t have guns in this country.’

			‘Don’t be awkward.’

			‘God. So moody . . . Are you on your blob?’ Luke flashed his cheekiest grin. The one that used to get him an extra sweet at the hairdressers.

			‘Are you going through puberty yet?’ Leah countered, folding her arms.

			‘Although . . . actually, do you still have periods? Or are you too old for that now?’

			‘Fuck off!’ Leah went to swat her son, but he ducked and winked.

			‘You owe a pound to your swear jar.’

			‘A more cynical mother might think you were deliberately trying to wind her up to wring more cash out of her.’ Leah dug in her jeans pocket and fished out some change.

			‘Whatever makes you think that?’ Luke took the money and dropped it into the jam jar on the kitchen windowsill. ‘Although, nearly full, look . . . You’ve been knocking about with Bunty too much.’

			Leah scowled and looked back out of the window.

			‘Yeah, and isn’t Grand Theft Fortnite or whatever coming out soon?’

			But he’d already gone, leaving the patio door ajar behind him and the smell of the wild lavender in the back garden wafting through.

			Leah drummed her fingers on the oak worktops. They needed re-oiling. Another job for the list. The coffee machine hissed and spat, and The Moog, her smelly, ageing cross-breed, waddled over, licking at some stray mayonnaise that had been dropped and abandoned by the fridge. She supposed there was a fancy name for The Moog, some ridiculous blend of breed names that commanded thousands for dogs who in reality were mongrels with designer collars. They thought he was part pug, part spaniel and part Jack Russell.

			The Moog had been brought to Chris’s vets’ practice by an old boy who’d found him shivering behind the bins in a takeaway’s car park, covered in fleas and with a severe eye infection. Chris had removed his left eye and brought him home to recover. But when they’d seen Luke’s face light up, Leah had known he would never be handed on to the shelter. The Moog was about twenty – and very possibly going to outlive them all.

			‘If there was ever a nuclear holocaust, you do realize that all that would be left would be The Moog and some cockroaches,’ Chris had once observed, watching the dog eat leftover chicken Balti.

			‘Then The Moog would eat the cockroaches,’ Luke had added proudly.

			Still, Leah loved the dog almost as much as Luke did, and he’d been good company the past few weeks. She refreshed the Facebook notifications on her phone and watched the home screen spring back up without any little red markers of validation. She did the same with Instagram, then Twitter.

			Everyone was at work, their days rotating, structured and calm. Order and lists. Goals set. Tasks achieved.

			Sighing, she splashed soya milk into her coffee and scowled at the colour. It always tasted off, but in the past few months her jeans had definitely got tighter, and her stomach had started lying next to her in bed.

			Last night’s leftover meatball sauce winked at her, and as she went to shut the fridge she paused briefly, thinking how good it would taste heated up on bread with some extra Tabasco.

			She glanced at the clock: 11 a.m. She couldn’t put it off much longer.

			Leah wouldn’t call herself ‘a runner’. She had a vision of how a runner looked: striding against the skyline, the burst of a sunset sketching out her silhouette, or slate rain pounding down on her chest, streaking her face, drenching her hair. She’d be with a dog: one like Bracken, not The Moog with his stubby little legs and low belly, snorting and wheezing listlessly at her side. Her legs would pound a rhythm on the ground and her hips would swing. She would be one of those women who wore numbers tacked to their backs and posted maps and times on social media.

			She told herself this as she strapped her phone on her upper arm, connected her Bluetooth earbuds and selected her playlist. She’d yet to hit 10k without having to walk, but she’d come a long way in a year, thanks to an app and the sudden empty hours that would once have seemed almost hedonistic to her.

			She didn’t stretch, because she wasn’t a runner. Instead she walked up the street briskly and swung her arms to get the blood flowing where the phone straps were tight.

			By the time Leah reached the park, the back of her neck was already damp and her hairline heavy. She preferred running in winter, when the streets were emptier and the park was shadowy. She loved seeing her breath in the air and feeling the tingle of her fingers in the cold. Running in summer was less romantic, and as she began to jog, she felt very aware of her tummy jiggling in the less-than-forgiving jersey shorts.

			Cressheld Park was small. A war memorial, where the local teenagers would sprawl with limbs dripping, sat at the centre. Luke and his friends would sometimes skate up and down the paths that circled it, flipping their boards and speaking in tongues.

			Vacant-eyed new mums would push their buggies around the boat pond, barely holding together a conversation while their bundles screamed and writhed.

			There was an ice-cream cafe in the boatshed. Not a farm-style brown-bread-and-jam artisan venue, but machine ice cream topped with sprinkles in cheap cones that disintegrated in one lick.

			Leah ran on, trying to find her pace, hoping that her thighs weren’t wobbling too much.

			Her nineties grunge music gave her a steady rhythm and she ran upwards to the swings. The music reminded her of purple hair dye and ripped fishnet tights, Newcastle Brown Ale and wishful dreams of boys with bass guitars and German army jackets.

			She focused on her breathing, always the bit she couldn’t quite handle, and her feet as the field sloped upwards and away from the playground. One in front of the other. Don’t look at the top of the hill. Just concentrate on the next step.

			The trees, the spindly ones of black and silver that never seemed to leaf, were on her right, growing denser. Her breath began to stick at the back of her throat. She turned between the trees and felt the relief of the flat, if crooked, path. The track on her playlist changed to the Smashing Pumpkins and Leah adjusted her pace to match the bass line.

			She thought of sticky university summers: working in bars while all her friends went home; cut-price rent in large, empty houses; rattling about and pulling double shifts to stave off the loneliness; nothing but her CDs and the conference crowd to keep her company – businessmen on work trips with white clammy faces and bloodshot eyes, pale-grey suits and damp ties. She thought of the one man in particular who’d tried to put his hand directly between her legs when she’d leant over the table for the empties, asking in a whisper, with his fat tongue and whisky eyes, when her break was.

			So, at the fag end of her third year, when everyone else had been trying to eke out just one last drag, Leah had already had her boxes and suitcases piled in the hall. While her housemates had been blowing the last of their loans on the festival circuits, Leah had managed to save up a few hundred quid from those double shifts for a rusty Fiat Panda that still had a choke but no left windscreen wiper.

			Her lecturer had told her there were two ways to put herself ahead of the crowd of eager graduates looking for that first break into journalism. One hundred words per minute shorthand and her own car. So she had dedicated the last semester to getting both.

			There had been no way she was going to spend another summer pulling pints and being groped by townies. Her only home had been four boxes and a holdall. Not a four-bed detached on a cul-de-sac, as she had now.

			She hadn’t even stayed for her graduation ceremony. There would have been no one there to watch her. So what was the point?

			 

			The song came to an end and, in the pause between the tracks, Leah heard the crackle of twigs under her feet and a rustle of life in the undergrowth.

			She broke into the clearing from between the velvety bark of the chestnut trees that Luke used to attack with sticks for conkers, his glossy, sappy treasures held up to her like pearls from an oyster in his chubby little hands, and she picked up her pace. Over the field, and down the left-hand side to the riverbank, across the bridge and back to the playground. She could do it. She carried on up the muddy banking and past the dilapidated caravan. No one knew how it had come to be there, but the roots of the trees had claimed it for their own now. A wax jacket still hung from a peg inside, just visible through the smeared front window, where the clutter from a rag-and-bone man’s life was piled up like a barricade.

			Leah often had a squint through the greasy windows as she jogged past, always trying to spot something that might indicate a new resident. Her arm buzzed violently as she was deciphering the lumps in the shadows and she shrieked.

			‘Shit!’ Leah ripped the band off her upper arm and steadied her breath before jabbing at the answer button. Her fingers felt fat and slippery and it took her two attempts to slide the icon across.

			‘Dave?’

			‘Hi . . . Leah?’

			It was always infuriating that he questioned if it was her. As if, after fourteen years, he didn’t recognize her voice.

			‘Yeah.’

			‘You OK? You sound like you’re in the middle of something.’

			That Geordie lilt.

			‘Just out for a run,’ she replied, with a touch of smugness. Last time Dave had picked Luke up she could definitely see the start of a double chin and a meaty upper arm.

			‘Oh. Good for you.’

			Leah rolled her eyes. ‘Everything sorted for this weekend? You’re not cancelling, are you?’

			‘No, no, course not. Everything’s fine . . .’

			‘OK. So, what’s up?’

			‘Nothing, I just wanted to say . . . you know. Good luck for tonight.’

			‘Oh.’ Leah took a deep breath and looked to the sky. The branches of the birches above her head knotted together like a tapestry. A bird broke from the top branch and set flight into the sky. On the other end she could hear rustling, a blend of voices in the background. It sounded underwater and echoey.

			‘So, are you staying up for it? It’s midnight, isn’t it?’

			‘Yeah. Bloody Netflix. Why can’t they make it at 9 p.m. like normal channels? I feel like some Star Wars geek, queuing outside a cinema for the big release.’

			Dave laughed, but they both knew his heart wasn’t in it.

			‘You OK? I’m sure it will be nothing to worry about.’

			‘Yeah. Well. I doubt that. Fuck. Maybe I shouldn’t have talked to them. I mean, I wasn’t . . . feeling great at the time. I hope I don’t come across a bit unhinged.’

			‘Don’t start that . . .’ He paused. ‘Anyway, it’s good you’re out. You know. Running. How’s everything generally?’

			‘I’m great. Listen, thanks for the call. See you next weekend.’

			Leah hung up the phone without waiting for a reply, strapped it back to her arm, and began to run again.

		

	
		
			2

			She didn’t run straight home. She took a left by the park and ran to St John’s Church, which stood just behind the flower gardens. It wasn’t a big church, there were grander ones for weddings and funerals further into town. It was the modern kind, with glass doors in the entrance foyer, blue carpets and multicoloured exhibits on the wall from local primary schools.

			Inside, though, the stained-glass windows and visible beams nodded to something more traditional. It was always quiet and dimly lit, with tired flowers and loud, brightly-coloured prayer cushions, embroidered by the Women’s Institute. The pews were empty.

			At the front was the prayer tree: an intricate wooden and metal sculpture by a local artist, with handwritten slips of paper cut into leaves and tied onto the ends of the branches. Leah’s breath was ragged and awkwardly loud as she walked up the aisle, over to the tree. Her eyes flicked to the wooden box on the table next to it. She hadn’t brought any change for the donations, but she’d pop back later.

			Sitting on the step, she took a smooth, ivory candle from the box. The wax was slippery under her fingers. Closing her eyes, she waited for her heartbeat to settle, and rolled the candle between her palms.

			She thought of a beautiful girl, with coffee skin, wide almond eyes and thick, black, cloudy hair. She thought of a blue hooded top, embedded in the sand at the shore. She smelt the sea. Leah lit the candle and placed it in the rack under the tree. All the lights for all the souls. Then she picked up a paper leaf and again asked for forgiveness for what she’d done to Tilly Bowers.

			 

			‘So, it’s like a documentary?’ Bunty ripped open a brown sugar sachet with her teeth.

			‘Yeah. Missing White Woman Syndrome. Why some kids make the papers and others don’t. Not just kids. Adults too. Really, it’s just a massive attack on the media. I mean, why else would they ask me on? I knew what was coming, but I was hoping maybe I’d get the chance to explain. But basically it was just a witch-hunt. Can’t say I blame them.’ Leah rubbed her temples. ‘I’m having the horrors about it, Bunty.’

			‘Don’t worry. Most people will look at your face, not your gut.’ Bunty sat back in her chair and hooked a long leg over her knee. In her dance gear she looked like a spider, the ones with the bubble on their back. Her limbs all joints and spikes, apart from the kind of bum that could make a grown man cry, as Chris had once said.

			‘I don’t mean about the camera adding ten pounds, Bunty! I don’t care what I look like, I just don’t want to be demonized.’

			‘Stop tapping your foot.’ Bunty smiled without showing her teeth. The gloss on her lips shone in the middle. ‘Who gives a shit anyway? Wasn’t it, like, decades ago?’

			‘Sixteen years.’

			‘And three days? Have you got some kind of creepy shrine to her in your spare room? Are you marking up each day that goes past? Is that why you don’t let me in there?’

			‘I don’t let you in there because it’s a bomb site. And I’m not tapping my foot.’ Leah crossed her legs.

			‘You’re right. You’re jiggling your knee. It’s vexing me.’

			‘Sorry. God. I’m, well . . . I just want it to be over.’

			‘It will be, tomorrow.’

			‘It won’t. It’s on bastard Netflix. It will be there for bloody ever. I miss the good old days when you had to record the telly on video if you wanted to watch it again.’

			‘No one wants that, Leah. TV on demand is a basic human right.’

			‘You know, I don’t think I would have agreed to do it if I had known it was going to be so . . . Netflixy. God, it was such a mistake to bring it all up again. I’m sure that’s what kicked off my nerves. Christ, listen to me. My nerves. What do I sound like? Chris says he still thinks I should talk to someone.’

			‘Thought you’d already been down that road? Anyway, just, you know. Fuck ’em all. You were just doing your job. Or some cliché like that.’ Bunty reached over and stole Leah’s biscuit. ‘Are you not eating this?’

			‘Knock yourself out.’

			Bunty popped it into her mouth in one. Her coal-black hair was pinned up in a high, scruffy bun. She had her full face on too: bronzer, eyeshadow cream slicked across her lids, ruby lipstick that cost a fortune and took thirty-five minutes to apply. If Leah had tried the look she’d have resembled an office Christmas party on steroids. But Bunty just looked fabulous and glowing. Although that could have been shimmer body oil.

			‘So . . . you going to tell Luke that it’s on? Give him the heads up?’

			‘Well. Yeah. I’ve told him about it. But he’s fourteen, he’s oblivious to everything that isn’t a pair of tits or a gamer handle.’

			‘Not thinking he’s gay any more, then?’ Bunty drummed her shellacked nails on the table. ‘Christ, I need a cig.’

			‘Why aren’t you vaping like everyone else?’

			‘Because I’m not a fucking millennial.’

			‘Fair point. No, well, I don’t know about the gay thing. He still has a poster of Hugh Jackman on his wall.’

			‘Ooh, speaking of which. I’m doing Greatest Showman at my summer school this year if he’s keen? Won’t charge.’

			‘You know, I think he’d love it. But no chance of dragging him away from whatever vital, all-important fuckery he does all day. He wouldn’t do it, purely on the basis that I asked him.’

			Bunty nodded and took a sip of coffee. ‘I hear you. Immie’s a right little cunt these days.’

			‘Jesus, Bunty!’

			‘Well, she is. She keeps falling out with Lottie – it’s, like, constant Snapchat dramz. I’ve seen some of the messages. They are all vile. I mean, I know I’m salty, but you can be queen bee without being queen bitch.’

			‘Are you talking about being Beyoncé again?’

			‘Are you kidding me? She ain’t got nothing on this booty.’ Bunty snaked her head and slapped the side of her bum.

			‘Don’t be such a stereotype,’ Leah laughed.

			‘You’re jealous because your skinny white bottom will never be as ripe as mine.’

			‘I wish it was skinny. I’m running and keeping off the carbs, but I’m still not seeing any bloody results.’

			‘Stop being so hung up on your weight. Especially round Immie, yeah? This self-loathing might be catching and I’m already focusing all my attention on keeping her off the pole. If she carries on in this toxic friendship group, she’s gonna have zero self-esteem left.’

			‘Hey, actually, speaking of which, what do you know about Charlie Bates?’

			‘Vapes and gives Year Tens blow jobs.’

			‘Ah. That’s exactly what Luke said.’

			‘To be honest, I don’t think Immie knocks about with her much. Although I did see her on a group chat telling some poor girl that her eyebrows were bigger than her future. Which did make me warm to her.’

			‘Still going through Immie’s phone, then?’

			‘Totes.’

			‘Totes?’

			‘Sorry, it’s those little bastards I have to work with all day.’

			‘It charms and delights me how much you love your students.’

			‘I don’t mind the little ones. A twirl, a tutu and fairy feet, and it’s money for old rope. It’s the older ones I hate. With their fucking jazz hands and earnest bloody faces. Why can’t they go and drink cider in the park? Why do they have to come and plague me with spine-shuddering renditions of A Million Dreams? And that’s just the boys. Hugh bastard Jackman. He’s got a lot to answer for. And Zac bastard Efron. And the girls? Jesus wept. Fucking little dance-school cocksuckers.’

			‘Maybe that should be your school slogan?’

			Bunty threw her head back and laughed her big dirty laugh. ‘That’ll be a hit with the parents. Mind you, they’re just as bad. Wanting to volunteer backstage and demanding headsets. Why can’t they just drop them off and go to the pub like normal parents?’

			‘Is there such a thing?’

			‘Well. You’re OK.’

			‘Thanks. But I doubt Chris would agree.’

			‘Tell him to fuck off. How are you doing anyway . . . you know, with not working?’

			‘Well, I’m not drinking before lunchtime yet, but you know. Goals.’

			‘Leah, seriously . . .’

			‘What? You’re making me sound like that man off The Full Monty who starts smashing gnomes.’ Leah paused. ‘Or was that Michael Douglas? Anyway. I’m OK. Bit bored. But you know . . .’

			‘Still think you did the right thing?’ Bunty eyed her closely. ‘Do you think if I dip my head under the table anyone would notice if I had a quick puff?’

			‘Yes. To both. It wouldn’t feel right, watching all those other editors go and then just . . . I don’t know. Being the last woman standing. I’d get survivor’s guilt.’

			‘You feel guilty for breathing. You must have been a shit journo.’

			Leah smiled. ‘I think I was a better editor than a reporter. But Jesus. All the papers, all those editors who had been there years. Do you know, five of those local papers don’t even have offices in the town they serve now? It’s a sacrilege. I think about how it used to be, having actual time to work on stories, doing decent investigations – people cared. Really cared about what the paper had to say. About being in the paper. It felt like we were really doing what we were meant to do. Holding power to account. Showcasing courage. Being brave. It was life. Newspapers aren’t printed with ink. It’s the blood that pumps round the towns, the cities. But no one cares now. Not if they can get their news on Twitter in one fucking line. And you know what gets me? It’s that readers still want the news. They still want it, but for free. As if reporters should be out there 24/7, not seeing their families, like it’s a public service. Which it is, I guess. But one that still needs paying for. You know, the day I left, some bitch on social was slagging us off because she’d had to wait an hour to find out about a sexual assault in the park. She said it was disgusting she was being made to wait for the details. Didn’t care if they were right. Just anything, everything, now. The heart’s still there but it needs a pacemaker.’

			‘Well.’ Bunty threw a tenner on the table. ‘That was a bit fucking poetic. Let’s go for a real drink.’

			 

			Leah opened the mince and dropped it into the pan, relishing the softness of the pink, squirmy ribbons between the tips of her fingers. She was drunk. Not falling-up-the-stairs drunk, but three-glasses-of-wine-in-the-afternoon drunk. She stared at the pan for a little too long, then realized the meat was beginning to catch. She poked at it with a wooden spoon and put the coffee machine on. She couldn’t look pissed on a Tuesday afternoon.

			Bunty had convinced her it would be cheaper to buy the bottle, failing to point out that she was on white and Leah on red. So they’d got two. It seemed like a great idea at the time, but now, standing here, making chilli for her family, it all seemed a bit embarrassing. And she’d left her car in the multi-storey car park, which would mean Chris having to take her to get it in the morning. And having to explain why. ‘LUKE!’ she shouted over the extractor fan. ‘ARE YOU IN?’

			She knew he was home. The house had been unlocked when she got in. She opened the tinned tomatoes and took a big slurp of coffee, burning her tongue. She probably deserved it for being drunk and forty-one and jobless on a Tuesday afternoon.

			No reply. Leah turned the heat down and wandered from their thickset, heavy island, having to duck to avoid the hanging copper pans above the butcher’s block. She had thought they would look charming when they’d redesigned the kitchen with her redundancy money, but in actuality they had just been the cause of repeated yelps and ‘fucks’ when Leah and Chris inadvertently smacked their heads on them.

			‘LUKE?’ she yelled again out of the double doors that led into the hall. He must have his headphones on, she thought, putting her foot on the bottom step. It was far too quiet upstairs.

			‘WHAT?’ The shout startled her.

			‘Shit!’ She held her chest. ‘You nearly gave me a heart attack.’

			‘Why?’ Luke poked his head over the banister on the second floor. ‘You called me.’

			‘I know. I didn’t expect you to reply, though.’

			‘Then why were you calling me?’

			Luke’s bedroom door opened behind him and suddenly Hannah and Charlie Bates were there. In her hallway. In her house.

			‘Oh. Hi, girls.’ Leah took a step back self-consciously. ‘Sorry, I didn’t know you were here.’

			‘That’s OK, we’re just going, actually.’ Hannah looked pale, her hair dangling in her face as usual, her eyes darting all over, huge behind her glasses.

			‘You sure? I’m making chilli, there’s plenty.’

			‘No, it’s OK. Thank you, my dad is making pizza.’ Hannah was already halfway down the stairs. Charlie leant over the banister, her T-shirt almost down to her knees, The Moog in her arms.

			‘Ohhh, but chilli’s my favourite.’ She beamed at Leah. ‘Can we really stay?’ She looked at Hannah. ‘Just text Sam. He won’t mind.’ She looked back at Leah. ‘I’m sleeping over. Eight-day streak.’

			‘Erm . . .’ Hannah looked as if she was trapped on the stairs, but Leah could see her eyes trying to make contact with Charlie. ‘I don’t want to impose.’

			‘It’s fine.’ Leah smiled, regretting even asking. ‘But do call your dad first.’

			‘Great.’ Charlie bounded down the stairs and plopped down with The Moog on the thick twist rug on the wooden floor. ‘By the way, I am, like, totally stealing your dog.’

			The Moog looked up at her and started padding on the rug, shifting his weight from one foot to the other.

			‘Well, he must like you. That’s his happy dance,’ Leah smiled.

			‘I can’t believe someone would do that to him . . . Luke said Chris like, saved his life.’

			‘Yeah, he’s a hero all right,’ Leah said, somewhat dryly. But Charlie had already gone through to the den, throwing herself onto Luke’s oversized floor cushion. Not a beanbag, apparently. ‘Let’s watch a scary film!’ She beckoned Hannah over, who was on her phone, talking quietly to her dad.

			‘No 18s,’ Leah whispered to Luke.

			‘Whatevs.’ Luke shrugged. He didn’t look entirely thrilled by the prospect of the girls staying, Leah suddenly noticed.

			‘How come they are here?’ she mouthed as she opened the pantry for some extra rice.

			‘Dunno. Just are.’ Luke shrugged. ‘Don’t wet yourself over it.’

			‘I’m not,’ Leah said tersely. ‘Just, I didn’t think you liked Charlie?’

			‘She’s all right.’

			‘What’s an eight-day streak?’

			Luke stopped and wrinkled his nose. ‘Oh my God, Mum, are you pissed? You smell like a lush.’

			‘No.’ Leah filled the kettle. ‘Of course I’m not pissed. It’s a Tuesday afternoon.’

			‘You been with Bunty?’

			‘Yes. But we only had one . . . anyway, stop it. You’re making me feel like a right cheap gutter-alkie.’

			‘Don’t worry. I won’t tell Dad.’ Luke winked and grabbed a bag of Doritos from the side.

			‘No, it’s nearly dinner.’ Leah grabbed them back.

			‘Yeah, but you’re a dodgy, unemployed, drunken mother, and you need to bribe me.’

			Leah grimaced. ‘Will you pack it in?’

			‘Love you.’ Luke kissed her on the cheek. ‘Nice to see you having a bit of fun again.’

			Leah felt her stomach churn and she watched Luke wander back through, swinging the bag of crisps.

			At dinner Charlie sat cross-legged at the table like a toddler and spooned mouthful after mouthful up at an alarming rate. Hannah was more reserved, picking out the kidney beans and pushing the rice and meat around her plate until it swirled together, oranges and browns, like mashed-up plasticine.

			‘You don’t have to eat it, Hannah, it’s fine. Sometimes I make it too spicy.’

			‘Mum’s got an asbestos mouth.’ Luke dolloped another spoonful of soured cream on his plate. Leah’s mouth filled with saliva.

			‘Sorry, I’m just not that hungry.’ Hannah smiled apologetically.

			Leah smiled back and shook her head. ‘No worries.’

			‘Well, I love it.’ Charlie wiped her chin with the back of her hand and turned to Luke. ‘Is it all over my face?’ Her voice was lower and came with a roll from the back of her throat.

			Luke glanced up and shrugged. ‘Nope.’

			‘That T-shirt looks a bit big.’ Leah raised her eyebrows. ‘Or am I just hopelessly out of fashion?’

			‘Nah, it’s Sam’s.’ Charlie gathered her black hair into a scruffy topknot and tied it with a band from around her wrist. ‘He got me totally wet. Earlier.’

			Leah felt her face flush.

			‘Mum’s been at the pub.’ Luke pushed his chair back and took his plate over to the Belfast sink that Leah had begged for when the kitchen was the only thing she could focus on.

			‘On a Tuesday afternoon? Wow, Luke’s mum! Like your style.’ Charlie clapped her hands childishly then sprang up. ‘Thanks for the eats.’

			Hannah leant over, picked both plates up and took them to the sink.

			‘Just leave them, darling, I’ll do the dishwasher in a bit,’ Leah said.

			‘Thanks for having us, Leah.’ Hannah smiled and looked through into the living room, where Charlie was spreading herself back out on a beanbag. ‘Sorry, we’ll be out of your hair soon,’ she whispered.

			‘It’s no problem,’ Leah replied with a smile. ‘I like the company.’

			Later, after Hannah had forcibly removed Charlie from the house, Leah made two hot chocolates. She even added whipped cream for Luke. It wouldn’t be long, she knew, before he’d be too cool for hot chocolate and he’d be ordering Americanos and pretending he liked them.

			She handed Luke’s to him with a smile and wished it was cold enough outside to light the fire.

			‘I kind of like you not working.’ Luke put his feet up on the coffee table and rested his head back against the sofa.

			‘Really?’ Leah curled up in the corner part of the sofa. ‘How come?’

			‘Dunno. Just, you know. You’re less agitated. And there’s always tea.’

			‘Hey!’ Leah swung out her foot and kicked him on the back of the knee. ‘When have you ever not been fed?’

			‘I know. I’m kidding. You’re less of a stress head. And you’ve cleaned my room twice this week.’

			‘Urgh.’ Leah let her head fall into her hands. ‘I know. I don’t know what to do with myself, really.’

			‘It’s not going to be like . . . before. Is it?’

			Leah swallowed. ‘No, hon. Nothing like that. I’m fine. I’m just . . . well. Bored.’

			She reached over and tried to brush Luke’s red tousles from his eyes, but he swatted her away.

			‘Maybe you should get a hobby or something.’

			‘What? Start Stitch and Bitch up at the community centre? I don’t think so. Although, on second thoughts – you can get really good gossip up there. Did you know Sheena and Alan Peterson from number 72 are . . .’ Leah mouthed the last word, ‘swingers?’

			‘Gross, mum. That’s . . . Jesus, I can’t unsee that now.’

			‘I know, right.’

			Luke started scrolling through Netflix, and Leah tensed. Out of the bay window the sun was beginning to droop.

			‘Listen, Luke. I don’t want you to stay up tonight, OK? Let me just watch it myself. Then if I . . . come across badly, I can talk to you about it first.’

			‘Think again, you batty fish,’ Luke said. ‘I’m staying up.’

			Leah sighed and checked her phone. She really thought Chris would have been home by now. Luke clicked on some teen supernatural drama and settled back.

			‘What’s a batty fish?’ Leah frowned.

			‘You.’

			By the time Chris got home, Leah had cleaned the kitchen counters so thoroughly that the heels of her hands were raw from the bleach. She was too tired and anxious to be annoyed with him. Even when he put a cup of tea down wordlessly in front of Leah in a black mug. Leah hated tea in any mug that wasn’t white inside. It looked strange. Of all the times, he couldn’t remember that tonight?

			The Moog nestled into the crook of her knees and she rubbed his head.

			‘You OK?’ Chris sat down next to her on the sofa and put his hand on her shoulder.

			‘I will be when it’s over.’ Leah gave him a tight-lipped smile.

			‘You know, you’ll probably only be on for about two minutes.’

			‘I know. I know.’

			Luke wandered in, a slice of toast in one hand.

			‘Is it on yet?’

			‘In a minute,’ Leah said, refreshing the home page.

			‘Have you disabled your Twitter?’ Chris asked quietly.

			‘Yeah, I did it last week,’ Leah said.

			‘Facebook?’

			‘Just put my privacy up to max. It’s here.’

			Leah selected the title under Netflix Originals. Missing White Woman.

			Luke dragged the beanbag across to be beside the sofa and plonked himself down.

			She knew the narrator. A dark-haired man called Carl, who Leah had met a couple of times during her crime reporter stint and never quite warmed to. He did mainly voice-over work now. His tone had that velvet richness to it. Accentless. Reassuring.

			The script was dripping in clichés, of missing teenagers and the mystery surrounding them. Dark secret lives. And the cruel, unrelenting, unforgiving media. Leah cringed as her headlines flashed up on the screen.

			‘Sixteen years ago, Tilly Bowers went missing from the North Yorkshire seaside town of Whitby after she failed to return home from a friend’s house. Now, on the anniversary of her disappearance, her parents are campaigning for the media to give equal attention to all missing children cases, and not to adhere to what is commonly referred to as Missing White Woman Syndrome.’

			And there she was. In full colour on the screen. Tilly Bowers, her face filling the entire frame, her golden-brown skin gleaming over her cheekbones, her hair in waves around her face. Her eyes, almost black, were shaded by a blue hooded jumper. The one they’d found. She had a splitting smile, displaying her big white teeth. Her skin, slightly puckered in places on her temples and forehead, was blossoming with teenage acne. There was a tiny mole on her chin and freckles on the bridge of her nose. Leah knew every detail of this picture. Not the picture the police had used, but the one circulated after.

			‘Jesus Christ.’ Luke’s jaw fell open. ‘She looks just like Charlie Bates.’

			‘I know,’ Leah whispered.
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			Leah’s palms were sweating, and she looked down the list again. Leads, down pages, fillers. She had half an hour to the morning meeting.

			Mark placed her Buffy the Vampire Slayer mug next to her.

			‘You’ve got this.’

			‘Jesus, Mark. I’m bricking it.’

			‘You’re in the chair.’ Mark raised his eyebrows in amusement. ‘I can’t actually get my head round the fact that you’re my boss now.’

			Leah closed her eyes to soak in the drone of the newsroom and the clatter of keyboards, the banging of phones on desks. Five things you can hear. Five things you can smell. Five things you can see. Don’t panic. Think about your counselling.

			‘Christ.’ Mark bobbed down beside her desk. ‘Is this because of Paul?’

			‘Mark, it was awful. He thinks I’m crap.’

			‘If he thought that would he have given you the job?’

			‘Well, it wasn’t entirely up to him, was it? There were other people on the panel. He told me after I got it, he thought they should have advertised externally. That was like taking a bullet.’

			‘It’s all mind games.’

			‘He hates me,’ she said.

			‘He’s not even here. So lead it. Own it. Prove you can do this job. You can. You’re a great news editor, Leah. No offence, but you’re an even better news editor than you were a reporter. You treat the team well. You give them time back. You see the big picture. Look . . .’ He motioned to the team. ‘You’re half the age of some of these people, and has anyone given you any shit?’

			Leah opened her mouth.

			‘Apart from Paul?’

			‘Not to my face. But the Bitches of Eastwick probably think I shagged someone to get this seat. I know I wasn’t exactly the first choice.’

			‘OK. So we all thought Ben was getting it. I’ll give you that. But that’s exactly why you’ve got this, Leah. Walk into that conference room like you did at your interview and fucking smash it. You’ve nothing to prove to anyone but yourself. Be that news bitch you know you are.’
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