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      For William Mackesy

      
   
      
      Prologue

      
      1986

      
      There’s a blanket, but from the aroma that rises from its folds, she guesses it’s never been washed. The cells are overheated
            and, despite the fact that Jade balled it up and pushed it into the corner of the room when they first brought her in here,
            the stink of stale piss and unwashed skin is hard to ignore. Officer Magill picks it up and holds it out towards her, wadded
            in her hand. ‘You’re going to have to wear this,’ she says. ‘Over your head. Apparently they’re not allowed to see your face.’

      
      It’s hardly necessary. Jade’s face was all over the papers months ago, and will be all over them again tomorrow. She looks
            at the blanket, repelled. Officer Magill’s eyes narrow.
      

      
      ‘You know what, Jade?’ she says. ‘You’re welcome to go out there uncovered if you want. They’re all dying to see you, believe
            me. It’s no skin off my nose.’

      
      They’ve seen me already, thinks Jade. Over and over. In the papers, on the news. That’s why they make us queue up for those
            school mugshots every year. It’s not for our families. It’s so there’s always a picture to sell to the papers. So they have
            something to hang a headline on. THE WORLD PRAYS. FIND OUR ANGEL. Or, in my case, ANGELIC FACE OF EVIL.
      

      
      Through the open door, she can hear Bel screaming. Still screaming. She started when the verdict came in, and it’s been hours
            since then. Jade has been able to hear only silence through the thick cell walls. No sound gets through: not the baying crowd, not the hurried feet passing by in the throes of
            preparation. Occasionally, the metallic slick of the eyehole cover being pushed back, or the sonic boom of another heavy door
            slamming shut; otherwise, stone-built silence, the sound of her own breath, the sound of her racing heart. When Officer Magill
            opened the door, the noise was overwhelming, even here in the basement: the feral, chanting voices of strangers wanting Justice.
            The crowd wants her. Her and Bel. This much she knows. 
      

      
      Magill holds the blanket out again. This time, Jade takes it. They’ll make her wear it one way or another, willing or not.
            Their hands brush, and Magill snatches hers away as though the child’s skin is coated with poison.
      

      
      Bel sounds like an animal, shrieking in a snare.
      

      
      She’d chew her own arm off if it helped her get away, thinks Jade. It’s worse for her than it is for me. She’s not lived her
            life in trouble, like I have.
      

      
      Officer Magill waits, her mouth downturned. ‘How do you feel, Jade?’

      
      For a moment Jade thinks that she’s asking out of concern, but a glance at that face shows her otherwise. Jade gazes at her,
            wide-eyed. I feel small, she thinks. I feel small and alone and scared and confused. I know they’re shouting for me, but I
            don’t understand why they hate me so much. We didn’t mean it. We never meant it to happen.
      

      
      ‘Not good, is it?’ asks Magill eventually, not requiring a reply. ‘Doesn’t feel great, does it?’

      
      Bel’s voice, the sound of struggle in the hallway: ‘Nonononono! Please! Please! I can’t! I want my mum! Mummeee! I can’t!
            Don’t take me out there! Nononono dooon’t!’

      
      Jade looks back at Officer Magill. Her face is like a Halloween mask, all swooping lines in black and red. She glares with
            all the loathing of the voices of the mob outside. Jade is guilty. No one has to act as though they presume her innocent now.
      

      
      That’s it, that’s us: not ‘the suspects’, not ‘the children in custody’. We’re The Girls Who Killed Chloe. We are the Devil
            now.
      

      
      Magill glances over her shoulder to see if any of her superiors are listening, then lowers her voice.
      

      
      ‘Serves you bloody well right, you little bitch,’ she hisses. ‘If it was up to me they’d bring back the death penalty.’

   
      
      Chapter One

      
      
      
      2011

      
      Martin checks his watch. It’s nearly ten o’clock. She’ll be going to work soon. The neon lights on the roller coaster at Funnland
         have been switched off, the halogen arc lights they flood the park with after hours – as much to drive stragglers away as
         to help the cleaners see the globs of gum and the sticky soft-drink splashes, the careless smears of ketchup – have come blazing
         on. She’ll be in the changing rooms. Like a lot of punch-card people, she is punctilious about arriving, more leisurely about
         actually starting work. She’ll be shucking her civilian garb and replacing it with trackies and overalls.
      

      
      He feels a swell of familiar rage at the way she has just cut him off. No response, no contact; just empty silence, day after
         day. Is she even thinking about him? He’s left it three hours, but he can’t stand the waiting any longer. He picks up the
         silent, baleful telephone and pulls up her number. Types in a text: please answer me. do not ignore me. Watches the screen as it thinks and sends.
      

      
      A hen party pauses in the street below. He knows it’s a group of hens because they’re bellowing ‘Going to the Chapel’ at the
         tops of their voices. It’s always that, or ‘Nice Day for a White Wedding’, just the chorus, over and over, or ‘Here comes
         the bride, short fat and wide.’ There are millions of songs, but hen parties never stray beyond this narrow selection.
      

      
      A shriek in the street, then a chorus of cackling. Someone’s fallen over. Martin pushes himself off the bed and goes to the window. Cracks open the curtain and looks out. Eight young
         women, in various stages of inebriation. The bride – shortie veil and L-plates – is on the ground, felled by six-inch heels
         and a portly backside. She flumps about on the pavement in her tubular mini-skirt, stomach flopping over waistband and tits
         overspilling her décolletage, while two of her friends haul at a pale and dimpled arm. The other friends are scattered across the pavement, pointing and
         staggering as they howl with laughter. One of them – hot pants, giant hoop earrings and a horizontal-striped boob tube – is
         pestering men for a light as they weave their way past the flailing bride.
      

      
      Boob Tube strikes gold. A stag group – the town is overrun with them everyweekend, the sort of stags who can’t afford, or
         who lack the passports or the probationary permission, to spread sangria vomit over warm Spanish concrete – pause, light her
         up, fall into conversation. Well, mutual shouting. No one communicates under Martin’s window at anything less than a roar,
         ears destroyed by thumping basslines, sense of other people destroyed by the alcohol and ecstasy and cocaine that seem to
         cost less than a packet of smokes these days. And you don’t have to go outside to take them.
      

      
      The bride finally regains her feet. She is limping, or pretending to, and uses the shoulder of a stag for support. Martin
         watches as the man’s hand creeps down over the tube skirt, inches its way in from behind. The bride cackles, slaps him off
         half-heartedly and bats her lashes encouragingly. The hand goes back. They set off up the street, heading towards the nightclub
         quarter.
      

      
      Boob Tube lags back, leaning against a shop window, talking to the man with the lighter. She sways from side to side, doesn’t
         seem to notice as her friends disappear round the corner. She tugs at her top, pulling the droop from squashed bosoms, and
         flicks lacquered hair out of her eyes. Smiles at the man coquettishly, pushes lightly at his upper arm. So goes the business
         of modern mating. You don’t even need to buy a girl a drink any more. Just lend her your lighter and she’s yours for the taking.
      

      
      Dropping the curtain, Martin shambles back into the darkened room, depression seeping into his pores. He doesn’t understand
         the world. Sometimes he feels like they pick the road outside his flat just to taunt him. To remind him of the fun he’s not
         having; of the fact that these spangled, dancing creatures would scutter over to the other side of the pavement if he tried
         to join in. Whitmouth is a disappointment to him. He thought, once his mother died and he was able to choose his destiny,
         that the world would be his oyster, life would roll his way at last, but instead he finds himself observing other people’s
         fun as though he’s watching it on television.
      

      
      I thought it was Fairyland, he thinks, as he switches on the unshaded ceiling light. When I was a kid. When we used to come
         down here from Bromwich. It was families, then: cream teas, and the helter-skelter on the pier the tallest building for miles.
         That was why I came back here: all those good times, all those memories, all that hope. Now I hardly dare to look in shop
         doorways as I pass them, in case I see Linzi-Dawn’s knees hitched up and Keifer’s low-slung jeans humping away between them,
         and me excluded, never wanted, always looking in.
      

      
      She still hasn’t replied. Martin’s skin prickles as he stares at the blank display. Who does she think she is?

      
      Throwing the phone down on the bed, he turns on the television, watches the bad news scroll out on the BBC. Dammit, Jackie.
         You have no right to treat me like this. If you were going to turn out like the rest of them, why did you pretend to be something
         else?
      

      
      Another shriek in the street. Martin presses the volume control, turns it up to full. The rage of rejection crawls beneath
         his skin; invisible, unscratchable. All she needs to do is text him back. He doesn’t want to go out, but if she refuses to
         respond he’s going to have to. As his mother was always assuring him, persistence is the most important quality in life. And
         he knows that he is the most persistent of all.
      

   
      
      Chapter Two

      
      
      
      Amber Gordon clears out the lost-property cupboard once a week. It’s her favourite job of all. She likes the neatness of it,
         the tying up of loose ends, even if the loose end is simply deciding that, if someone’s not come back in nine months, they
         never will. She enjoys the curiosity, the quiet sense of snooping on other people’s lives as she marvels at the things – dentures,
         diamond earrings, diaries – that they either didn’t notice were lost or didn’t think worth coming back for. But most of all,
         she enjoys the gift-giving. For the Funnland cleaners, Sunday night brings the chance of an early Christmas.
      

      
      It’s a good haul tonight. Among the forgotten umbrellas, the plastic bags of souvenir rock, the A Present from Whitmouth keyrings, lie moments of pure gold. A gaudy gilt charm bracelet, hearts and cupids jangling among shards of semi-precious
         stones. An MP3 player: a cheap thing, none of the touch-screen bells and whistles, but working, and already loaded with tunes.
         A jumbo bag of Haribo. And an international-call card, still in its wrapper and unactivated. Amber smiles when she sees it.
         She knows who would benefit from a good long call home. Thanks, fun-seeking stranger, whoever you were, she thinks. You may
         not know it, but you’ll have made one St Lucian very happy tonight.
      

      
      She checks her watch, sees that she’s already late for tea break. Locks the cupboard back up, drops the gifts into her shoulder bag and hurries across the floodlit concourse to the café.
      

      
      Moses is smoking again. It’s something of a sport with him. He knows that she knows – now that everywhere is non-smoking,
         a single whiff of tobacco indoors stands out like lipstick on a collar – and that she knows that it’s him who’s doing it.
         And yet he likes to test it anyway, to bend the rules and see what will happen. They’ve reached an unspoken truce on the matter.
         Amber feels that there are battles worth fighting and battles that are a waste of breath, and this is one of the latter.
      

      
      And anyway, he’s a good worker. By the time the café staff arrive in the morning, their territory will gleam with hygiene
         and the scent of chemical lemon.
      

      
      She sees him jump and drop his butt into the open Coke can in front of him when she pushes the door open, suppresses a smile
         as he assumes a look of injured innocence and, at the same time, pretends not to have noticed her. Amber pointedly meets his
         eye, as she always does, and gives him the knowing smile she always gives him. Life is full of small complicities, and she’s
         found that being boss involves even more than before.
      

      
      Amber misses very little that goes on in Funnland. The room is full of people whose small stuff she resolutely doesn’t sweat.
         Jackie Jacobs, and the fact that all work grinds to a halt when her phone rings, but who keeps up morale with the stream of
         innuendo that pours from her mouth between times. The fact that Blessed Ongom is first into and last out of the café every
         night but works half as hard again as any of her colleagues in the hours either side. And Moses, of course, who has the stomach
         of a robot and can be relied on to clean up customer deposits that reduce weaker colleagues to tears.
      

      
      The room is crowded. Their communal tea break is a ritual that none of these night workers would miss for their lives; not
         even the new ones, not even the ones whose English is so sketchy they have to communicate with smiling and sign language. A night spent scraping off the evidence of other people’s fun is a wearisome thing, Amber knows that. If a sit-down
         and a handful of sell-by-yesterday doughnuts make the whole thing bearable, she sees no point in token whip-cracking. As long
         as everything’s done by shift’s-end at six in the morning, she doesn’t question how her staff timetable themselves. It’s not
         as if Suzanne Oddie or any of the rest of the board are going to be down with stopwatches and clipboards when they could be
         tucked up under their 500-thread-count Egyptian cotton sheets. This is the great advantage of unsocial hours: as long as the
         job’s done, no one cares who’s doing it or how it gets there.
      

      
      Moses’ face falls and his dark eyes fill with doubt as Amber alters her course to approach his table. He thinks I’m going
         to tell him off at last, she realises. Even though we’ve known each other for years, the fact that I’ve been promoted makes
         him – makes all of them – look at me now with a touch of suspicion. She smiles, and sees the wariness deepen. Forces herself
         to laugh, though she feels a tiny bit hurt. ‘It’s OK, Moses,’ she calls reassuringly. ‘I’ve got something for you.’
      

      
      She reaches his table, takes the card from the bag and holds it out. ‘Lost-property night,’ she says. ‘It’s got about twenty
         quid on it, I think. I thought you might want to call your gran.’
      

      
      The suspicion falls away, is replaced by deep, warm pleasure. Moses’ gran, back in Castries, has been ill lately; isn’t expected
         to last much longer. Amber knows he’ll never find the cash to fly back for the funeral, but at least a final phone call might
         help ease the loss. ‘Thank you, Amber,’ he says, and beams a wide white smile at her. ‘Thanks. I appreciate it.’
      

      
      Amber tuts, tosses her hair. ‘It’s nothing,’ she says. ‘No skin off my nose,’ and walks on. She knows, and everyone else does
         too, that this is not entirely true. Her predecessor in the job treated lost property as a personal bonus. But she couldn’t
         do that. She’s never earned this much in her life, and she’d feel ugly, keeping these treats from a group of people whose
         lives are lived on minimum wage. These aren’t just her employees, they’re her neighbours. Her friends. If she kept herself apart at work, they’d
         soon keep themselves apart on the high street. She gives the bracelet to Julie Kirklees, a skinny eighteen-year-old whose
         Goth eye-paint, she often suspects, hides black eyes, and walks on to the counter.
      

      
      She pours herself a cup of stewed tea from the urn and adds two sugars. Eyes the display fridge and the domed plates on top.
         There are precious few perks to this job, but an almost limitless supply of leftover junk food is one of them. Amber suspects
         that some of her staff live on little other than half-stale hamburger buns, lukewarm frankfurters, sausage rolls, cold chips;
         tinned tomato soup and apple turnovers their only vegetable input.
      

      
      She’s not hungry, really. Just wants to stretch out the interval between doing the accounts and starting on the single cleaning
         duty she reserves for herself because she can’t trust anyone to do it well enough. Her eye skims over the plates of scones,
         the giant, softening chocolate-chip cookies. Blessed holds forth behind her, her voice filled with refined African distaste.
      

      
      ‘I don’t know,’ she is saying, ‘what they are thinking. And their friends … are they animals, these people?’

      
      Amber selects a ham salad sandwich with yesterday’s sell-by. It will be sludgy in the centre, the crusts like cardboard, but
         there’s not much that’s savoury on offer and she’s not in the mood for sweet.
      

      
      ‘What’s that, Blessed?’ she asks, turning to their table.

      
      Jackie drains her coffee mug. ‘Blessed’s found another turd,’ she announces.

      
      ‘What?’ Amber sits down and starts to unwrap her sandwich. ‘On the waltzer?’

      
      Blessed nods, pulls a face. ‘Right in the middle of the seat. I don’t understand how they manage it. I mean, they must have
         to take their trousers down to squat.’
      

      
      Jackie’s face goes dreamy. ‘I wonder if they do it when it’s moving?’

      
      ‘I’m sorry, Blessed,’ says Amber. ‘Are you OK dealing with it? Do you need me to …?’
      

      
      ‘No,’ says Blessed. ‘Fortunately, Moses has dealt with it already. But thank you. I appreciate the offer.’

      
      ‘Thank God for Moses,’ says Jackie. By her elbow, her phone leaps suddenly into life, skitters across the table.

      
      ‘Good God,’ says Tadeusz, springing suddenly awake from his small-hours reverie. ‘I don’t believe you. Two-thirty in the morning?
         Who gets calls at two-thirty in the morning? Woman, you’re insatiable!’
      

      
      Jackie kisses her teeth. ‘You wish,’ she says. Picks up the handset and frowns. ‘Oh, fuck sake.’

      
      Amber takes a bite of her sandwich. Warm, soggy, somehow comforting. ‘What’s up?’

      
      Jackie slides the phone over to her. Tadeusz reads the text on the display over her shoulder. Where are you? You have no right to do this. call me!

      
      ‘Someone’s keen,’ he says.

      
      ‘Fucking nuts, more like,’ Jackie says.

      
      Tadeusz stares at her with renewed respect. ‘You’ve got a stalker?’

      
      She looks up from the screen sharply. ‘Does that raise my value in the market, Tad?’

      
      Tadeusz shrugs. His own, lean, slightly lupine appearance has accustomed him to easy attractions, clingy extractions. Blessed
         looks concerned. ‘Who is this man?’
      

      
      ‘Just … Stupid little arsehole. I went on two dates with him.’

      
      And the rest, thinks Amber uncharitably. But she says nothing, slides the phone back across the table. She learned long ago not to be
         a judger. Out loud, at least.
      

      
      ‘You don’t reply, do you?’ asks Blessed. ‘You shouldn’t respond, Jackie.’

      
      Jackie shakes her head. ‘Not any more, no. I was stupid and humoured him for a bit at the beginning, but no, not now. Weaselly little wanker. I only went on the second date ’cause I felt sorry for him that he couldn’t get it up the first time.’
      

      
      ‘Jackie!’ Blessed protests. She hates talk like this. And yet it’s always at Jackie’s table that she sits. ‘Because you shouldn’t.
         Respond. You must be careful. Women get killed, you know. You know that. You need to be careful.’
      

      
      ‘Oh, hardly,’ says Jackie. ‘He’s not a bleeding serial killer. He’s just a sad little wanker.’

      
      ‘You shouldn’t joke about this,’ says Blessed. ‘That’s two girls this year already in Whitmouth, just off the strip. And you
         don’t know anything about this man. Not really.’
      

      
      ‘I wasn’t joking, Blessed. Sorry.’

      
      Blessed shakes her head. ‘Well, don’t. I don’t understand how people can be so casual about it.’

      
      ‘’Cause they weren’t from here,’ says Tadeusz. ‘Simple as that.’

      
      ‘That’s terrible,’ says Blessed. ‘If you think that.’

      
      ‘But it’s true,’ says Tadeusz. ‘No one from around here knew either of those girls, so it doesn’t count.’

      
      ‘But they’re still people,’ says Blessed.
      

      
      ‘Yes, they are,’ says Jackie. ‘But they’re not our people. If it was our people we’d be too scared to go out. Thank God it’s outsiders, that’s what I say.’
      

      
      Blessed shakes her head, sorrowful. ‘How cold you are, Jackie.’

      
      ‘Realistic,’ corrects Jackie.

      
      ‘How long has this been going on, anyway?’ asks Blessed. ‘This man …’

      
      Jackie sighs and puts the phone down. ‘Christ. For ever. What is it, Amber? About six months?’

      
      ‘I have no idea,’ says Amber. ‘Why would I know?’

      
      She could swear she sees Jackie pout. ‘Well, he’s your friend.’
      

      
      It’s news to her. ‘You what?’

      
      ‘Martin. Bagshawe.’

      
      The name’s faintly familiar, but she can’t attach it to a face. Shakes her head and feels herself frown. ‘Who?’

      
      ‘Vic’s birthday.’

      
      ‘Vic’s birthday? That was months ago.’
      

      
      ‘Yuh-huuh.’
      

      
      Amber shakes her head again. She doesn’t remember that much about Vic’s birthday. Especially not what other people got up
         to.
      

      
      ‘I know. Told you,’ says Jackie. ‘Can’t shake the grimy little weasel off. Where the hell did Vic get a nutter like that for
         a friend?’
      

      
      Amber casts her mind back. A Saturday night, the Cross Keys. Not so much a party as a telling-your-mates-where-you’ll-be.
         Vic on fine form, his arm slung round her shoulder all night, drinking Jack and Coke and not saying a word when she got in
         her third glass of dry white. A good night, a fun night. And vaguely, from the corner of her memory, she remembers Jackie,
         late in the evening, wrapped round some bloke, a diminutive figure in, as far as she remembers, an anorak. An anorak on a
         Saturday night. Jackie must’ve had the Heineken goggles on to have copped off with that.
      

      
      ‘Don’t blame Vic, Jacks. You can’t exactly tell someone to go away in the Cross Keys, can you? He’s just some bloke who goes
         in there.’
      

      
      ‘No,’ says Jackie. ‘He said Vic was …’

      
      Amber can’t quite suppress a smirk. ‘And it didn’t occur to you to ask Vic?’

      
      ‘Well, if somebody’d warned me …’
      

      
      ‘If you’d asked, we might’ve been able to. I don’t suppose Vic even knows what his name is. He’s just one of those weird little pub people
         you can’t shake off.’
      

      
      ‘You see,’ says Blessed, ‘that’s what I mean. You need to be careful. You can’t just … pick people up in pubs.’

      
      Jackie shoots her a look. ‘Yeah. Church isn’t my scene, Blessed. Thanks all the same. It’s the way it is. Christ, I only talked
         to him in the first place because I felt sorry for him.’
      

      
      ‘You’re all heart, Jackie,’ says Tadeusz.

      
      ‘Yeah, well,’ says Jackie, ‘we can’t all be jammy slags like Amber. Not all of us have a lovely warm Vic to come home to.’

      
      ‘You should tell the police,’ says Blessed. ‘Seriously. If the man is harassing you.’
      

      
      Jackie laughs. ‘Yeah. Right.’

      
      ‘No, you should. If it worries you, you should ask for help.’ Amber is often amazed that, of all the people she knows, the
         one who shows unshakeable faith in the authorities should be a woman who spent the first two thirds of her life in Uganda.
         Blessed has emerged from sub-Saharan hell with a moral framework that puts her neighbours to shame. She remembers her final
         gift, and reaches into her bag. Leans towards Blessed and lowers her voice as the others carry on talking. ‘I found this in
         the lost property,’ she says. Holds out the MP3 reverently.
      

      
      ‘What is that?’ asks Blessed. ‘It certainly isn’t something I’ve lost.’

      
      ‘It’s an MP3 player,’ says Amber. ‘I thought Benedick might like it. I’m sorry it’s not an iPod, but it does the same thing.’

      
      ‘Really?’ Blessed looks gobsmacked. ‘But this must be worth a lot of money, I would think.’

      
      Again Amber finds herself shrugging off her own generosity. She knows how tight Blessed finds life as a single mother, knows
         that her son lacks a lot of the gadgets his peers take for granted. ‘Probably not. I don’t know. But it’s got some music on
         it already, look. To start him off, anyway.’
      

      
      ‘I …’ Blessed looks up at her with tear-filled eyes. ‘I don’t know what to say,’ she says.

      
      ‘Then don’t say anything,’ says Amber. ‘Just take it.’

      
      ‘Why don’t you just change your phone?’ Tadeusz picks up Jackie’s handset and starts scrolling through the menu.

      
      ‘Doh,’ says Jackie. ‘Because I can’t afford to?’

      
      ‘Ah,’ says Tadeusz. They all understand about not affording stuff. You don’t work nights cleaning up other people’s leavings
         if you have a choice about it. He presses Reply, starts keying in letters.
      

      
      ‘What are you doing?’ The alarm in Blessed’s voice is palpable. ‘Tadeusz! Don’t!’

      
      Tadeusz continues to type.
      

      
      ‘I said, don’t reply. If you reply you give him hope that they have a relationship. She must ignore him. It’s the only way.’

      
      ‘It’s OK.’ Tadeusz glances up, shoots her a small smile.

      
      ‘Give it back, Tadeusz,’ says Jackie.

      
      He hits Send. Hands the phone back.

      
      ‘Shit,’ says Jackie. ‘What have you done?’

      
      She stabs at the buttons, scrolls through to her Sent box. Opens the message and starts to laugh.

      
      ‘What is it? What does it say?’ asks Blessed.

      
      ‘“Your message could not be sent because the number is disconnected.” Genius. You’re a genius.’

      
      Tadeusz pushes back from the table and folds his arms, gratified.

      
      The phone vibrates again. Jackie reads the text out. ‘“Testing”.’ She starts to key.

      
      Amber checks her watch. It’s knocking three. There’s a lot to get through before dawn. ‘Come on, guys,’ she says. Stands up
         to show she means business. ‘Time’s getting on. We need to get back to work or we’ll be here all night.’
      

      
      All round them, the staff are taking her cue and beginning to move. By the window, Moses ostentatiously rolls a cigarette
         to smoke in the open air. They push themselves to their feet. Tadeusz is on café duty tonight. He takes the others’ mugs and
         ambles off to the kitchen bins.
      

      
      ‘Right,’ says Jackie. ‘No rest for the wicked.’

   

      

      Chapter Three


      

      

      

      The girl is dead. She doesn’t need to go near her to see that. Chinless, sightless, rag-doll dead. Wearing a striped tank

         top and a tube skirt; both have gathered around her waist, puppy-fat breasts and white thighs reflected in the mirrors, back,

         back, back to infinity.

      


      

      Amber is not looking directly at the body. She’s nowhere near, in fact. She’s cleaned the mirror maze so often that she knows

         its tricks and turns, the way a figure at the far end of the building can seem, when you enter, to be standing right in front

         of you.

      


      

      Or – in the case of the dead girl – half lying, her head and shoulders pressed against the wall.


      

      Amber grips the door frame, struggles to breathe. Oh shit, she thinks. Why did I have to find her?


      

      She can’t be more than seventeen. The mottled face – the mouth half open as though she is trying, one more time, to take a

         breath – still has traces of unformed childhood around the jaw. Blonde hair, blown and flicked up. Giant hoop earrings. Eyes

         made huge by half a pot of electric-blue eyeshadow, glitter gel spangling the naked décolletage. Platform boots, improbable in the angles they form with the mirrored floor.

      


      

      She’s been at Stardust, thinks Amber. Saturday. It’s Seventies night at Stardust.


      

      She feels sick. Glances behind her through the open door and sees that the concourse is empty. As though all her colleagues have dropped off the edge of the world.

      


      

      She steps inside and closes the door to block out the light. Doesn’t want anyone else to see. Not yet. Not while shock has

         ripped her mask away.

      


      

      Thank God I’m wearing rubber gloves, she thinks nonsensically. She has cleaned the place every night for the past three years

         and, however careful she is, her fingerprints will be all over it. Let alone the prints of half the visitors who’ve passed

         through since this time last night. They try to keep the smudges down by handing out disposable plastic gloves on the door,

         but you can’t actually force someone to wear them; can’t police the interior 24/7.

      


      

      Innfinnityland is the only attraction Amber cleans herself, since her promotion. The place makes everyone uneasy, as though

         they are afraid that they will get lost and never find their way back, or that the mirrors themselves are infected with ghosts.

         Too many times the work, which needs to be autistically methodical, has been rushed and skimped, and smears have remained;

         and in a place like this, a single smear becomes an infinite number, the original hard to track down if you’re not working

         your way through, fingertip by fingertip, glass by glass. She decided long ago that it was easiest simply to do it herself.

         Wishes fervently now that she hadn’t.

      


      

      The girl has green eyes, like Amber’s own. Her handbag – mock-croc – has fallen open and scattered poignant remnants of plans

         made, hopes cherished. A lipstick, a bottle of JLo, a pink phone with a metallic charm shaped like a stiletto court shoe …

         breezy statements of identity, turned tawdry beneath their owner’s glassy stare.

      


      

      There is no blood. Just the impression of squeezing fingers livid on her neck. This is the third one this year, Amber thinks.

         It can’t be a coincidence. Two is coincidence; three is … oh, you poor child.

      


      

      Amber is cold to the bone, though the night is warm. She edges her way forward slowly, like an old person, one shaking hand supporting her against the mirrors as she moves. As she

         advances, new reflections cross her sight line: a million corpses strewn across a hall of infinite size.

      


      

      Then suddenly, herself. Face white, eyes large, mouth a thin line. Standing above the body like Lady Macbeth.


      

      What were you going to do? Touch her?


      

      The thought freezes her to the spot. She’s not been thinking. Shock has turned her into a creature of instinct, an automaton.

         Has made her forgetful.

      


      

      What are you doing? You can’t be involved. You can’t. Anonymous. You’re meant to be anonymous. Get involved, they’ll work

         it out. Who you are. And once they know who you are …

      


      

      She feels panic start up inside. The edgy tingle, the queasy itch. Familiar, never far from the surface. She needs to decide

         quickly.

      


      

      I can’t be the one to find her.


      

      She begins to back away. Feels her way back to the entrance.


      

      The dead girl gazes at infinity. Damn you, Amber thinks, suddenly angry. Why did you have to get yourself killed here? What

         are you even doing here, anyway? It’s been closed for hours. The park’s been closed for hours.

      


      

      She catches her own thoughts and lets out a barking, ironic laugh. ‘Shit,’ she says out loud. ‘Oh God, what am I meant to

         do?’

      


      

      Go and find help. Do what anyone would do, Amber. Go out there and act the way you feel: shocked and scared. No one’s going

         to ask questions. There’s someone killing girls in this town, but it doesn’t mean they’ll recognise who you are.

      


      

      But they’ll take your photo. You know what the press are like. Anything to fill their pages; details to make up for lack of

         facts. You’ll be all over the papers as the woman who found the body.

      


      

      I can’t do this.

      


      

      Someone tries the entrance door, the sudden noise of the handle turning uselessly making her jump. She hears Jackie and Moses: Jackie chattering and flirting, Moses responding in monosyllables, but the smile clear in his voice.

      


      

      ‘She’s always in here,’ says Jackie. ‘After tea break. Amber? You in there? The door’s locked!’


      

      Amber holds her breath, afraid that even the sound of her exhalation will call to them. Oh God, what do I do? I’ve got to

         get out of here.

      


      

      ‘C’mon,’ says Jackie. ‘Let’s try the back. Maybe she’s taking a break.’


      

      ‘Sure,’ says Moses.


      

      That’s it, there’s no escape now. She hears their footsteps recede down the steps as they walk off towards the entrance to

         the service alley. Two minutes before they get here, maybe. She can’t get away, can’t undo the moment of discovery.

      


      

      She straightens up, steps over the girl’s marionette legs and hurries to the emergency exit hidden behind the black curtain

         beyond. Best they find her out on the steps, out in the fresh air, throwing up.

      


      

      9 a.m.


      

      Her parents’ bedroom door is open, and the cheesy tang of unwashed skin and bedcovers hangs over the landing like marsh gas.

            Her mother’s not up yet: she can see her formless mass pooled beneath grey blankets. She hovers in the doorway, tries her

            voice:


      

      ‘Mum?’


      

      Her mother doesn’t answer. But she sees slight movement in the ham-hock arm that pins the blankets down, and knows she’s awake.

      


      

      ‘Mum?’


      

      Lorraine Walker takes one of her grunting breaths and turns on her back; stranded, like an upturned turtle. She turns a blank,

            defeated face and looks at her daughter. ‘What?’


      

      The voice is damp, sweaty, indistinct; she’s not got her teeth in yet. It’s a hot day already, though it’s not yet ten o’clock,

            and Lorraine’s twenty-five stones will be suffocating her beneath the covers. Jade can see that she’s got her dress-up nightie

            on: knee-length flower print in brushed nylon, big enough to cover an armchair. Her skin is white against it, her elbows poking

            out between mounds of blubber.

      


      

      ‘There’s nothing for breakfast.’


      

      ‘Chrissake.’ Mrs Walker heaves herself upright. Jade looks at her mother’s molten face. She isn’t involved enough to feel

            disgust. ‘Ask your dad.’


      

      Yeah, right. That’ll work.

      


      

      Jade turns away and descends the staircase. Zig zags along the downstairs corridor. Ever since she can remember, her home

            life has consisted of picking her way from one place to another. Her father fancies himself a scrap-metal merchant, but really

            he’s a hoarder of crap other people have thrown away; and a lot of it has made it into the house because he’s afraid someone else

            will covet his collection of hubcaps and hinges, rust and rubber, as much as he does.

      


      

      In the kitchen she tries, half-heartedly, to find something to kill her hunger. But there’s nothing on the shelves. Six empty

            cereal boxes, the plastic wrapper that once held a Wonderloaf, a pint and a half of milk that has solidified and separated.

      


      

      It could be evening before someone notices and does something. Her mother, despite her bulk, seems capable of lasting all day

            without anything passing her lips. Both her parents keep themselves going on a diet of Nescafé and Old Holborn, with the odd

            rabbit for variety when the snares work. I suppose she can live off her reserves for a while, Jade thinks – the furthest down

            the road to judgement she ever goes.

      


      

      She can hear the old man swearing and hammering out in the yard. I’m not going anywhere near him when he’s in that mood. I’ll

            get a broken lip, and I’ll still be hungry.

      


      

      She spots her father’s jacket hanging over the back of a chair. The summer really must have heated up if he’s not wearing

            it. She never sees him without it; can often tell when he’s coming without hearing him, from the combined aromas of tobacco,

            sweat and pig shit woven into the fibres. She glances into the yard to make sure he’s really as far away as he sounds, then

            tiptoes over and puts a hand in a pocket. His tobacco tin, some bits of formless metal, a penknife. And – yes! – her fingers

            close over the reassuring, joyful warmth of a twenty-pence piece. Twenty p. He probably won’t even remember he had it. That’s

            enough for a Kit Kat, at least. Or a Mars Bar even. It’s not much, but if she eats it slowly, it should get her through the

            day.

      


   
      
      Chapter Four

      
      
      
      ‘Because I said so,’ says Jim.
      

      
      That one’s not going to work for much longer, thinks Kirsty. Another fourteen months and she’s officially a teenager.

      
      ‘“Because I said so”? Seriously?’ sneers Sophie. ‘Can’t you do better than that?’

      
      The toaster pops up. Kirsty puts another couple of slices in, spreads olive-oil margarine on the done ones. Ooh, she thinks,
         I wish we had one of those four-slice jobs. I must have spent three weeks waiting for toast over the course of this marriage.
      

      
      Jim puts the Tribune down and slides his spectacles to the top of his head. He’s recently accepted that his hairline is never going to magically
         move forwards, and has adopted one of those ultra-short cuts. Kirsty likes it. It’s a bit metrosexual, and has brought back
         his cheekbones; makes him look leaner and more intense. I like the fact that I still fancy my husband after thirteen years,
         she thinks, and smiles to herself as she brings the toast to the table. But he’s going to have to grow it in soon, if he’s
         ever going to get to second-interview stage. No one wears their hair like that in the world of finance.
      

      
      ‘Because,’ says Jim, ‘it looks awful, that’s why. Little girls with pierced ears look awful, and I’m not having you go to
         upper school wearing earrings.’
      

      
      ‘But why?’ she whines again. Adds: ‘I’m not a little girl.’

      
      ‘Because,’ says Jim.

      
      ‘But Mum got her ears pierced when she was a baby!’ protests Sophie.
      

      
      Jim shoots Kirsty a look. Too much information, it says. What did you want to tell her that for?

      
      ‘Your mother is a wonderful woman,’ he says. ‘But trust me. She’s who she is despite her upbringing, not because of it. You’d like to end up in care too, would you?’
      

      
      The toast pops up again. Kirsty turns back. Yeah, it was the earrings, she thinks. That’s what did it.

      
      Luke tears his eyes from his Nintendo. He only ever looks up from his screen when he sees an opportunity for mischief. ‘Are
         we snobs?’ he asks.
      

      
      ‘No,’ Jim says firmly. ‘Why do you ask?’

      
      ‘Well …’ He scratches his head. Oh God, has he got nits again? wonders Kirsty. I’m going to have to shave his head to match
         his dad’s. ‘Lots of things.’
      

      
      ‘Like?’

      
      Luke prods at his toast. ‘We eat bread with bits in,’ he says.

      
      ‘So does the entire population of Eastern Europe,’ replies Jim.

      
      ‘And we never go to McDonald’s,’ says Luke reproachfully.

      
      ‘I don’t want you to end up with diabetes and hurty hips. And anyway, we’re economising. Use your knife, Luke. Don’t just
         chew your way round the edges like that.’
      

      
      Sophie examines her reflection in the back of a spoon, flips her hair at it. Adolescence is inches away.

      
      ‘Eat your toast, Sophie,’ Kirsty says. ‘What do you want? Marmite or marmalade?’

      
      ‘Nutella.’

      
      Kirsty and Jim’s eyes meet over their children’s heads.

      
      ‘I know,’ groans Sophie. ‘We’re economising. How long are we going to be economising for?’
      

      
      There’s a tiny silence, then Jim answers: ‘Until I get a job. Come on, you guys. It’s time we got out of here.’

      
      The ritual response: ‘Uuuh, Dad!’

      
      Jim stands up. ‘Do you want a lift or not? Seriously. I’m not in the mood for any nonsense today. I’ve got a lot to do.’
      

      
      ‘Nonsense’? You would have said ‘bollocks’ when we first met, reflects Kirsty. Parenthood has turned us into pussycats.

      
      ‘I’m not finished,’ protests Sophie.

      
      Jim pauses briefly. ‘Well, you can eat it in the car, or walk. Your choice.’

      
      ‘I don’t see why I have to go to stupid summer camp anyway,’ grumbles Sophie. ‘Holidays are meant to be holidays, aren’t they?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ says Jim. ‘But sadly there’s a rest of the world that has to go on while you’re not at school.’

      
      ‘We thought it would be more fun than staying in your room all day,’ says Kirsty.

      
      ‘Mum used to keep us company in the holidays,’ Sophie says. ‘I don’t see why you can’t. It’s not like you’ve got—’
      

      
      She catches her mother’s eye, sees the warning in it and stops her sentence. Gets up from the table and scuffs her way over
         to her trainers in her navy-blue socks with her big toes sticking out. Socks, thinks Kirsty. They grow out of everything.
         I’ll need to stop in at Primark. And maybe it’s a good thing she doesn’t like summer camp, because if things don’t improve,
         it’ll be the last one she goes to. We’ll be farming her out to a sweatshop this time next year.
      

      
      She glances at Jim and sees, to her relief, that he’s brushed Sophie’s tactlessness off. She can never be sure, these days.
         Sometimes a careless word, some assumption that he’ll be available, that he has nothing better to do, will send him into a
         spiral of self-doubt that will kibosh the job hunt for days. He’s being so good about it, she thinks, but it’s hard for all
         of us, and sometimes he forgets that. It scares me to death, being the only one bringing in money, but I can’t talk to him
         about it. Every time I do, it sounds like a reproach.
      

      
      Jim tucks his folder into his briefcase and comes over to kiss her goodbye. He’s still treating job-hunting like a job, thank
         the Lord. It’s when he takes to his pyjamas that she feels she’ll really need to worry.
      

      
      ‘Sorry,’ he says, gesturing at the uncleared table. ‘I’ll do it when I get in.’

      
      She feels herself quail at the humbleness. They’re both uncomfortable with the way he’s taken over the bulk of the domestic
         duties, even though it’s the reasonable thing to do. ‘It’s OK,’ she replies. ‘I don’t have to leave till eleven anyway.’
      

      
      He shrugs the bag up on to his shoulder. ‘What’s on the list today?’

      
      ‘Press conference. Some new political movement. Authoritarian UKIP or something.’

      
      ‘Sounds like a laugh.’

      
      ‘Fish in a barrel,’ she says.

      
      Jim laughs. ‘When in doubt, be facetious, eh?’

      
      ‘First law of journalism.’

      
      Another tiny, awkward pause. She avoids enquiring as to his plans for the day. Since his redundancy, the fact that all his
         days follow a similar pattern of poring over the job ads, drinking coffee and doing afternoon housework is a subject that
         makes them both wince. Kirsty knows how she would feel herself if she were in his position. She loves work, defines herself
         by it. Just the thought of no longer doing it fills her with a deep, aching melancholy.
      

      
      ‘What are they called?’

      
      ‘The New Moral Army.’

      
      He laughs. Picks up his tea and drains it. ‘Oh, good Lord. Kids, come on!’
      

      
      ‘It’s going to be a short day today, I reckon,’ she says. ‘I won’t have to reach for a joke at all. Just type up the speech.’

      
      ‘I’ve never heard of them.’

      
      ‘No. They’re new. That bloke Dara Gibson making his move.’

      
      ‘What? The charity bloke?’

      
      Kirsty nods. Dara Gibson, a self-made billionaire, has made a splash lately with a series of high-profile contributions to cancer, animals, ecology and miserable kids. All the emotive
         causes, none of the donations anonymous.
      

      
      ‘Hunh,’ he says. ‘Might have guessed he had an agenda.’

      
      ‘Everybody’s got an agenda of one sort or another.’

   
      
      Chapter Five

      
      
      
      A nice young constable gives Amber a lift home in a squad car, drops her off shortly before eleven. She feels wiped out, dirty
         and dry; but the sight of her own front door raises her spirits, as it always does. The door itself makes her happy. Just
         looking at it. It was the first thing they bought after they moved up to ownership: a proper, solid-wood, panelled front door
         to replace the wired-glass horror of council days. It represents so much, for her, this door: solidity, independence, her
         gradual rise in the world. Every day – even a day like today – she finds herself stroking its royal-blue gloss paint with
         affection before she puts the key in the lock.
      

      
      Amber hopes Vic’ll be awake and is disappointed to find the house silent as she opens the door and breathes in the scent of
         the pot-pourri on the hall table. She glances into the living room, runs an automatic eye around it. Quiet and dark and neat:
         the sofa throws in place, the glass-and-wicker coffee table empty save for the couple of coasters that have their home there,
         papers put neatly away in the magazine rack. Rug hoovered, pictures straight, TV off at the wall, not just on standby. Everything
         is as it should be. All that’s missing is Vic. ‘Hello?’ she calls.
      

      
      From the back of the house, faintly, a chorus of yips. The dogs are still out in the garden. They’ve probably been out there
         all night again. It’s not that he does it deliberately; it’s just that the dogs aren’t figures in his emotional landscape.
         They’re her dogs, not his, and Vic has a talent for simply editing out things that don’t engage him.
      

      
      Amber is bone-weary. She plants her bag on the hall floor and walks through the kitchen – hard-saved-for IKEA cabinets, a
         vase of flowers on the gateleg table, yellow walls that fetch the sun inside even when it’s overcast – to open the back door.
      

      
      The day is already warm, but Mary-Kate and Ashley shiver among the pelargoniums like the pedigree princesses they are. She
         bends and scoops them up in her arms: surprised again, as she is every time she does it, by the fact that they really don’t
         seem to weigh any more than the butterflies their breed is named after. Delicate, curious noses, fur soft as thistledown.
         She squeezes them close to her cheeks and is rewarded by great bursting wriggles of love.
      

      
      She feeds them, makes a mug of tea and goes up to give it to Vic. She needs him. Needs to know the world is still the same.

      
      He’s still asleep. Vic’s working day on the rides at Funnland starts at three, ends at eleven, and he often goes out to wind
         down afterwards – just like an office worker, only six hours later. Their lives are turned upside down from the rest of the
         world’s, and from each other’s. Occasionally they’ll see each other as her shift begins, but sometimes the only words they’ll
         exchange in a week will be on the phone, or as she gets into bed. It’s the price they pay for the life they’ve made. And it’s
         a good life, she assures herself. I would never have dared to think I’d have a life like this.
      

      
      Mary-Kate and Ashley follow on her heels, shuffle about the carpet, sniff Vic’s discarded clothes in the half-light through
         the thin curtains. Amber stands at the foot of the bed for a moment, the mug warming her fingers, and studies the familiar
         features. Wonders, again, what a man like that is doing with her. At forty-three he’s still handsome, his dark hair still
         full, the fine lines that are beginning to creep across his weather-tanned skin just making him look wiser, not more tired
         as her own are doing to her. You’d never tell we were seven years apart, she thinks. What’s he doing with me, when he could have anyone?
      

      
      She puts the mug down on his bedside table. Steps out of her sensible work shoes, sheds her jacket on to the chair. Catches
         the musky scent of her own armpits. Feeling another rush of weariness, she remembers the girl’s purple face, the burst capillaries,
         and wants to weep.
      

      
      Vic stirs and opens his eyes. Takes a moment to focus. ‘Oh, hi,’ he says. ‘What time is it?’

      
      She checks her watch. ‘Ten past eleven.’

      
      ‘Oh.’ He disentangles a weight-toned arm – an arm that filled her with lust back when they were getting together; that made
         her weak as he wrapped her into it – from the bedclothes and runs his fingers through his hair. The sleep-tangles fall instantly
         away. That’s Vic: a single grooming gesture and he’s ready to face the world.
      

      
      ‘You’re late,’ he says, and there’s an edge of reproof to the statement.

      
      ‘There’s a mug of tea.’ She waves her hand at it, sits down on the bed and rubs at her tired calves. ‘Didn’t you get my texts?’

      
      ‘Texts?’

      
      ‘I’ve been texting you all night. I tried calling too.’

      
      ‘Yeah? Oh.’ He picks his phone up from the bedside chest of drawers, holds it out so she can see the blank display. ‘Sorry.
         I switched it off. I was tired.’
      

      
      She feels a twinge of resentment, squashes it down. He doesn’t suspect that anything is wrong. You can’t blame him for that.

      
      ‘Christ,’ he says, ‘you smell a bit ripe.’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ she says, and bursts into tears.

      
      Vic lurches forward and pinches the back of her neck between thumb and palm, like a masseur. ‘Hey,’ he says. ‘Hey, I was just
         saying, Amber. It’s OK. It’s no big deal.’
      

      
      Her tears dry as suddenly as they’ve come on. She finds that this is often the way with her emotions and that, though she’s
         good at controlling them, tears are rarely far from the surface. She loosens his grip, stands up and eases herself out of her trousers, rubs the place where his hand’s just been. Feels guilty.
         Stop it. Stop it, Amber. It’s not his fault. Be nice.
      

      
      Suddenly, she doesn’t want to tell him. Doesn’t want to tell him because she doesn’t know how she wants him to react. Doesn’t
         know if she could bear sympathy, doesn’t know if she could bear not to get it. The last time Amber saw a murdered body, there
         were days of pretending, of hugging it close to herself, of hiding. A bit of her wants to try it again with Vic: to see if
         the outcome will be different this time. Stupid thought. The police are swarming all over Funnland, the park is closed. She
         could keep it to herself for no longer than it took him to go in for his shift.
      

      
      ‘Something happened,’ she tells him; keeps her voice even, controlled, as though she’s discussing a surprise electric bill.
         She keeps her back turned, doesn’t trust her face.
      

      
      Vic sits forward. ‘What?’

      
      Amber folds up the trousers, lays them on the chair. ‘At work. Tonight. I … oh God, Vic, there’s been another girl killed.
         At work.’
      

      
      ‘What?’ he says again. ‘Where?’

      
      ‘Innfinnity.’

      
      ‘Innfinnity?’ She hears him hear the word, take in the implication of what she’s just said. Amber’s the only one who ever
         goes to the mirrors at night. It doesn’t take long for him to understand that she’s the one who found her.
      

      
      ‘Babe,’ he says. ‘Oh, babe. You must have been so afraid. You should have called me. You should have let me know.’

      
      She’s annoyed. Turns and glares. ‘I did. I called and texted. I already told you. All night. Turn it on. You’ll see.’ They
         don’t have a house phone, just pay-as-you-go mobiles.
      

      
      He picks the phone up again, switches it on. ‘Amber. I’m so sorry.’

      
      She sits on the edge of the bed as the phone lets out a series of incoming-message beeps. Rubs her neck again. Vic kneels
         up behind her and bats her hand away. Starts to knead the muscles: powerful, working-man’s hands squeezing, pressing; strong
         fingers straying upwards, brushing the line of her jaw. She has another brief flash of the swollen face, the bruised lips
         parted to show young white teeth. Shivers and closes her eyes. He presses the heel of his hand to her spine, pulls back on
         her shoulder. She feels a tiny skeletal clunk somewhere deep down and sighs with relief. When I was young, I had no one to
         do this for me. I thought back pain was just part of the human condition. Thank God for Vic. Thank God for him.
      

      
      ‘What was it like?’ he asks. ‘Who was she?’

      
      ‘Some poor little girl. Can’t have been more than twenty. All dressed up for a night out. Oh God, Vic, it was awful.’

      
      ‘But how? What happened?’

      
      Amber sighs. ‘I don’t know. If I knew that, I’d either be psychic or a policewoman, wouldn’t I?’

      
      The hands fall abruptly still. ‘You know what I mean, Amber.’ He sounds offended.

      
      ‘Sorry,’ she says, hastily. ‘I didn’t mean to be rude. It’s just been … a long night …’

      
      He forgives her, thank God, and the hands start their work again. It’s only a day since their last disagreement, and she can’t
         bear to start again. Vic has so many good qualities, but he can hold a grudge for weeks, the chill of his vexation filling
         the house with silence. She had been half afraid throughout her shift that their stupid spat might have kicked another episode
         off, until her discovery drove it from her head. It’s probably, she reflects, why he had the phone off. But I’m not going
         to push things by asking. Not when he’s being so nice.
      

      
      ‘So what was it like?’ he asks again, abruptly. ‘I don’t suppose you’ve ever seen anything like that, have you?’

      
      She turns and looks at him. She doesn’t know what she had been expecting, but his look of sharp enjoyment surprises her. He
         covers it quickly with concern, but she’s seen it now, and it feels ugly. It’s not a real thing to you, she thinks, any of
         it. Not the girl under the pier, not the one they found in among the bins in Mare Street Mews, not this. In fact, now there’ve been
         three of them, and only a fool wouldn’t be asking if it’s the same person doing it, you’re probably just feeling a bit more
         excited – like Whitmouth’s finally on the map. It’s the same thing that keeps people reading the papers every day: if it’s
         not your family, if it’s not one of your friends, a murder is little more than a night out at the cinema; something to discuss gleefully at the pub.
      

      
      The girl’s face flashes through her mind again, pop-eyed and black-tongued, cobweb veins on livid cheeks. Death, so abnormal
         yet so familiar: the shock, the cavernous emptiness behind those reddened eyes; it’s what it always looks like. Nobody dies
         and looks like they’d been expecting it.
      

      
      ‘It was …’ She has to think about her words. Strives to recall her emotions, to separate her response to the scene in front
         of her from her panic on her own behalf. ‘I don’t know. It’s weird. It was like I was in a bubble. Watching myself. In a weird
         way, I felt like I wasn’t really there.’
      

      
      Vic leans back and opens the drawer in his bedside table. He fishes out his Ventolin inhaler. Takes a puff. ‘Bet you were
         scared, though,’ he says, his voice small from holding his breath. ‘Was there a moment when you thought they’d think you’d
         done it?’
      

      
      ‘Vic!’ She’s scandalised. ‘My God!’

      
      ‘Sorry,’ he says. Breathes out.

      
      7 p.m.

      
      ‘We can’t go home like this.’

      
      They face each other in the field, waist-deep in cow parsley. The sun is low, but still bright, and they cut smeared and dingy
            figures now they’re out in the open. Bel looks down at her hands, and sees that her nails are cracked and black from digging.
            Looks back up at Jade. She’s filthy. Earth and lichen, scraps of leaf and twig, scratches from thorns and bark on her arms
            and shins.
      

      
      ‘My mum’ll kill me,’ says Jade.

      
      ‘It’s OK,’ says Bel. ‘Just put it all straight in the washing machine. She’ll just put stuff on top. She won’t even notice.’

      
      Jade is appalled. There is no washing machine in the Walker household. She’s always thought of them as things you found in
            launderettes. That Bel would assume they had one underlines the gaping chasm of difference between them. Jade’s mother does
            the family wash by hand, soaking everything in a heap in the bath on Monday night, then squeezing and scrubbing it wheezily
            through before pegging it all out on the network of lines she’s rigged up across the yard on Tuesday. It’s just another thing
            that makes Jade stand out at school: that all her clothes, hand-me-downs from older siblings, are grey and threadbare compared
            with her peers’. Everyone knows that the Walkers are dirty and have no self-respect; someone makes sure to tell her so every
            day.
      

      
      ‘I can’t, she …’ Even now she is unwilling, in front of this girl with her cut-glass accent and her Levi’s jeans, to admit
            the whole truth. She doesn’t have friends, but she knows instinctively that this new, shining person would vanish from her
            life in an instant if she discovered the full extent of where she comes from. She still hasn’t realised that their brief friendship
            is already over. ‘She’ll kill me,’ she finishes lamely. ‘Look at me.’

      
      ‘Come on,’ says Bel. ‘We’ve got to get clean.’

      
      They pick their way back along the sheep path to the stream. The meadow is splashed bright yellow with islands of dandelion
            and ragwort. They are silent, now, and don’t dare look at each other. Their hateful task has robbed them of the chatter of
            the early hours. The only words they can find are practical, brief. They scramble along the bank to the pool. It seemed deeper
            when they were floundering about, fighting for footholds, but the water is deep enough to reach their thighs, and runs clear,
            the mud they kicked up all settled. Neither mentions what they’re doing, but each girl looks about her surreptitiously for
            Chloe’s blood, for any signs of what has happened here.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ says Bel again. She strips off her top, her jeans, and dumps them into the water. Jade hangs back. ‘Come on, Jade,’ she urges.
      

      
      ‘Then they’ll be wet,’ says Jade doubtfully.

      
      ‘We’ll squeeze them out. And it’s still hot. They’ll be dry in no time. And anyway, we can say we fell into the river. No
            one knows where we’ve been all day. Come on!’

      
      Jade strips off her top and skirt. Her knees are green from kneeling in the woods. She wades reluctantly down into the water
            and stands there, shivering despite the heat, hugging the clothes to her chest. Bel snatches them away, throws them into the
            water. ‘Scrub,’ she orders. ‘Come on. Just get on with it.’

      
      Bel drops to her knees, water up to her chest, and rubs vigorously at the dirt on her arms and shoulders, the sweat in her
            armpits. Dips her head beneath the surface and re-emerges, dripping and swiping the grime from her face. Gestures to Jade
            to follow suit.
      

      
      I can’t, thinks Jade. That’s where she … Where her face …

      
      ‘I can’t swim,’ she says.
      

      
      ‘Don’t need to. Come on.’

      
      Bel lunges suddenly forward and grabs her by the arm. Stares hard into her eyes. ‘Jade. Don’t go soft on me now. If you don’t
            do this, if you go home looking like that …’

      
      She avoids completing the sentence. Doesn’t need to. Knows that Jade is filling the words in for her. They’ll know. They’ll
            realise. Already they’re distancing themselves from what they’ve done. Trying to separate the actions they’re taking now from
            the reason why they need to take them.
      

      
      Jade kneels and plunges beneath the water, like a Baptist.

      
      She opens her eyes below the surface, sees that the water is once again thick with kicked-up mud. It’s dark down here. Quiet.
            This is what she saw, she thinks. This is how it was, her last moments.
      

      
      Chloe’s face looms at her through the gloom. She kicks back in panic, struggles upward, bursts out into air. She flounders
            through the water to the bank. Half crawls, half runs to the top. Stands there shuddering in her underpants.

      
      They reach the gate. Each girl is dripping, clammy in her damp clothes.
      

      
      ‘We’ll split up,’ says Bel.
      

      
      She’s much calmer than me, thinks Jade. She seems to know what to do. If it was just me, I’d have made so many mistakes by
            now. They’d all know already. That it was me.
      

      
      ‘I’ll go back through the village,’ says Bel. ‘To mine. They can’t know we were together. Do you understand?’

      
      Jade gulps, and nods. ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘They can’t know we were together, ever,’ says Bel. ‘You know that, don’t you? We can’t see each other again. If we see each other, we just pretend we don’t know
            each other. OK?’

      
      ‘Yes,’ says Jade. 
      

      
      ‘Do you understand?’ asks Bel again. ‘Not ever. Do you understand?’

      
      Jade nods again. ‘Yes. I understand.’

      
      ‘Good,’ says Bel.
      

      
      She turns away and starts across the meadow, towards the west end of the village. The sun is beginning to set, and she casts
            a long shadow.
      

   
      
      Chapter Six

      
      
      
      Stan’s already rolled a cigarette while the press conference was wrapping up, and lights it as they step into the car park.
         ‘Good God,’ he says. ‘What sort of morons put on a lunchtime bloody press conference and don’t even lay on any bloody sandwiches?
         You’ve got to do sandwiches if you want a good write-up. Everybody knows journalists need sandwiches. I could have been in
         the pub.’
      

      
      Stan is old-school. Very old-school. He comes from the days when journalism was largely conducted in bars, and somehow he
         continues to live his life as though those days still existed. By modern Fleet Street standards he is a dinosaur, still doing
         his research by telephone and attendance rather than news feeds and a couple of hits on Google. But he sucks you in when you
         see him and reminds you what attracted you to the job in the first place.
      

      
      He plonks himself on a wall that holds in a bunch of evergreens and a collection of discarded fag butts and soft-drinks cans.
         Kirsty grins and settles down next to him.
      

      
      ‘Yeah. That was pretty much a waste of time, wasn’t it?’

      
      A rich Guinness growl emerges from his throat. ‘Still,’ he says, ‘at least it got me away from Sleaford.’

      
      ‘You’ve been up in Sleaford?’

      
      ‘Yes. Even the name sounds like something you find on your shoe, doesn’t it? I had to volunteer to cover this just to get
         out of there. What I want to know is why they can’t start murdering people in places you’d actually want to go to. Seriously. How
         about the seaside, for a change? Just bloody selfish, I call it.’
      

      
      ‘Child F and Child M?’

      
      Stan nods. Another week, another outbreak of schoolchild violence: two twelve-year-olds bullying another till he jumped off
         a railway platform into the path of an oncoming train. The whole thing recorded on CCTV, so there was no doubt as to the identity
         of the guilty parties.
      

      
      ‘Of course,’ says Stan, ‘if they hadn’t got rid of the staff on that station, they wouldn’t have needed the CCTV and someone
         might’ve stopped it. Shit. What a world we live in. Price of everything, value of nothing. There seem to be bottomless funds
         for wheelie-bin Nazis, but God forbid you’d want to protect someone’s kids from a pair of bullying scumbags.’
      

      
      Her heart jolts. She’s always thought of Stan as relatively liberal. For a crime reporter.

      
      ‘Seriously?’ She says. ‘Bullying scumbags?’

      
      Stan sighs. ‘Yeah, I know. But that’s the trouble, isn’t it? Poor little shits didn’t stand much chance of being anything
         else. The usual shower of useless parents, absent dads, third-generation doleys. I went and doorstepped Child F’s mum. Exactly
         what you’d expect. Still in bed at one o’clock and a bunch of kids doing wheelies on the pavement outside among the dumped
         fridges. And do you know what she said?’
      

      
      Kirsty shakes her head.

      
      Stan adopts a Universal Northern Accent. ‘“Nowt to do wi’ me,”’ he says. ‘“He’s out o’control, that one.”’

      
      ‘Yes, but …’ she begins timidly. She never knows how to argue this subject.

      
      ‘Yeah, I know,’ Stan sighs again. But it would be so nice if just occasionally people would try not acting up to their stereotypes,
         wouldn’t it? And at least F’s mum was honest. Know what the other one said?’
      

      
      His voice goes high and sappy as he imitates Child M’s mother. ‘“I love my kids. I don’t care what he’s done, I love him anyway.”’
      

      
      Kirsty remembers her own mum, glimpsed on a TV screen before someone hurriedly switched it off: flower-patterned polyester
         tent-blouse, fresh-bought for court, and trousers straining around the apron of stomach lying on her thighs, her hair scraped
         greasily back off a defiant face. Same thing, same phrase exactly; and after that, silence. Not a visit, not a birthday card.
         Love and presence, as Kirsty discovered, are not the same thing.
      

      
      ‘If she’d loved her kid,’ he says, ‘she’d have done something to teach him right from wrong.’

      
      The hotel’s plate-glass door opens and several representatives of the New Moral Army exit, the placards that have recently
         decorated the conference suite under their arms. Kirsty grins. ‘You sound like you’re about to sign up for that lot.’
      

      
      Stan laughs. ‘Yeah, I do, don’t I? Anyway. How many words have you got to scrape off the bottom of the barrel about this lot,
         then?’
      

      
      ‘About six hundred. News feature. You?’

      
      ‘Same. But for Features.’

      
      ‘Lucky sod.’ Features tend to allow more leeway in terms of letting their writers express opinions, draw analogies, recall
         similarities between the story at hand and ones from the past. Which, in the case of a story like this, can be a blessing.
         The launch she’s driven an hour to attend lasted fifteen minutes, and consisted of a speech of Cameronesque moral blandness
         followed by a Q&A of New Labour evasiveness. She’s going to be hard pushed to extract a couple of hundred quotable words from
         her digital recorder, and her shorthand pad is mostly filled with desperate descriptive squiggles about the set-dressing.
         ‘Have you got any more idea about what they stand for than you did when you went in?’
      

      
      Stan shakes his head. ‘The world’s going to pot and Something Must Be Done? Something like that.’

      
      ‘Mmm,’ says Kirsty. ‘That’s what I thought too. And what is the Something?’
      

      
      ‘Don’t ask me,’ he says. ‘This Gibson bloke made his money from “What would Jesus do?” merchandising, didn’t he? Keyrings
         and flip-flops and that?’
      

      
      ‘Yes.’

      
      ‘Well, I should think he’d do whatever Jesus would do, then, wouldn’t he?’

      
      ‘Good point.’

      
      ‘Though I think Jesus would have started by providing sandwiches. What have you got lined up for the rest of the week?’

      
      Kirsty shrugs uncomfortably. The silly season is not the best time to be a freelance journalist in a world that feeds itself
         by recycling the news wires. Especially not one with a redundant husband and half the staff of News International still morbidly
         freelance. ‘Nothing much. I’m pushing to go in for shifts, but they’re not biting.’
      

      
      ‘I know what you mean. My patch has got so big I’m buying a van to kip in. I hardly ever get home these days.’

      
      They eye the young followers of Dara Gibson. Dark suits, tidy haircuts. They certainly look businesslike.

      
      ‘What we need is a nice juicy serial killer,’ says Stan. ‘Or an industrial disaster. Something that’ll get us over the holiday
         slump.’
      

      
      ‘Mmm,’ agrees Kirsty. ‘Only not too glamorous, or they’ll be sending people down from London to steal our jobs.’

      
      Someone from London walks past: Sigourney Mallory, from the Independent, talking on her mobile and ignoring them. The two stringers eye her with suspicion. ‘What’s she doing here?’ asks Kirsty.
      

      
      ‘Dunno,’ says Stan. ‘Slumming it. She’s not been outside the Circle Line in years.’

      
      The conference has been unusually well attended for an event of such little importance. People launch political pressure groups
         every day of the week. If the NMA had made their pitch once Parliament had come back and news had restarted, they’d have got a two-inch ‘News in Brief’ if they were lucky.
      

      
      ‘D’you think they’re Scientologists, maybe?’ asks Stan. ‘They certainly look like Scientologists.’
      

      
      Kirsty shakes her head. ‘Too much Jesus talk, not enough conspiracy theory. No. It’s just a rich man’s vanity project, isn’t
         it? Nothing to see here. Move along.’
      

      
      ‘Right,’ says Stan. ‘I saw a pub on the ring road that said it did food. You coming?’

      
      Kirsty jumps down from the wall, hoicks her bag on to her shoulder. It’s already two o’clock, and she has a five o’clock deadline.
         ‘No,’ she says. ‘Got to get home and file.’
      

      
      ‘Christ,’ says Stan. ‘File from the pub like a normal person.’

      
      Her phone goes off in her pocket. She gets it out and looks at the display. Withheld. It’ll be the Tribune, or the bank, one or the other. One offering money, one asking for it. It’s not likely to be work, she thinks. They know
         I’m on a deadline, and anyway, it’s not commissioning time of day; it’ll just be starting to get frantic. The daily tides
         of newspapers wash the editors to the phones to dole out pieces between morning conference and the first rush of copy; after
         that they’ll just be calling to shout at you for filing late. It’s the bank, she thinks. It must be. Oh shit, I can’t talk
         to them. Not when I’ve got to have my brain together. She lets it ring out, puts it back in her pocket, feels the buzz of
         the incoming message a few seconds later.
      

      
      ‘Come on,’ wheedles Stan. ‘A quick drink and a sausage-an’-chips will set you up a treat. I’ll lend you my dongle.’

      
      ‘You know how to get to a girl, Stan,’ she says. ‘No, look, I’ve got to get the kids’ tea on once I’ve filed. I can’t be sitting
         there on the lager with you all afternoon.’
      

      
      Stan tuts. ‘I dunno. Journalists aren’t what they used to be, are they?’

      
      His phone too starts up in the pocket of his mouldy old parka. He gets it out, doesn’t even bother to look at it, answers.
         ‘Stanley Marshall?’
      

      
      He puts his computer bag down on the tarmac, listens intently. Then: ‘Fuck me. Where did you say? In the hall of bleeding
         mirrors? Someone’s got a sense of humour.’
      

      
      Kirsty gazes round the car park as she waits for him to finish, sees that all her colleagues are glued to their phones, nodding
         animatedly, scribbling stuff on the back of their hands. Shit, she thinks, that was work, wasn’t it? There’s some sort of big story kicked off, and I went and sent it to voicemail.
      

      
      ‘Yeah,’ says Stan. ‘Yeah, sure. I’m in Kent anyway. Yes, with the car. Don’t worry. New Moral Arsewipes? Yeah. Sure. I can
         probably be down there in couple of hours. Fine. Yes. I’ll call when I’m in situ.’
      

      
      He’s already picking his bag up as he hangs up, pulling a pack of Drum from his jacket. Looks down at Kirsty as he drops his
         phone back into his pocket. ‘If that was the Trib, you’d better call ’em back pronto,’ he says. ‘You don’t want this going to anyone else.’
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