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About the Book


DON’T LOOK AWAY


The impossible-to-put-down, breathless new thriller from queen of the page-turner Rachel Abbott. DON’T LOOK AWAY will have you reading through your fingers, unable to tear yourself from it.


From the moment I open my eyes, I know. Her bed is made, the wardrobe empty. There was something she wanted to tell me, but I didn’t listen. Now she’s gone.


Eleven years ago my sister Lola vanished from my aunt’s cottage in Cornwall. Now I’m back, and I’m no closer to understanding why she ran away. What secrets was she keeping?


Memories come to me in snippets, but something is still missing. Then a body is discovered in a cave below the cliffs. No one knows how long it’s been there. Is it Lola?


The next night I wake, knowing someone is there, standing by my bed. I can hear them breathing. What do they want? Am I getting too close to the truth?


Did Lola ever leave?
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Prologue


Slowly, gently, he eases down the handle and slips silently through the door.


She’s there, on the bed, covers thrown back. He stifles a gasp as his eyes travel the length of her body, from her long naked legs, exposed to the cool breeze drifting gently through the open window, to her chest, rising and falling with each soft breath. In the still of the hot night the only sound is the murmur of waves lapping the pebbled beach.


Her breathing changes. He stands perfectly still. Is she awake?


He waits, but she doesn’t stir.


Inching his way further into the room, he creeps to the side of the bed, longing to reach out and stroke her silky flesh.


He stands motionless, watching but not touching.
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5 days earlier


‘I’m not doing it, Jay. I don’t care what you say or who you tell, I’m not climbing down that bloody cliff.’


‘You owe me,’ Jay whined, ‘and Mum’ll kill me if I lose one of my trainers. They’re new.’


‘It’s not my fault!’ Ollie shouted. ‘You shouldn’t have been arsing around, should you? Go get it yourself.’


The trainer in question was lodged on a rock about ten metres below them. Jay had pulled it off and thrown it at Ollie for taking the piss out of him because he fancied a girl at school.


‘You’ve got no chance!’ Ollie had teased.


Ollie had ducked, and the ill-fated trainer had sailed above his head and over the edge of the cliff.


‘It was your fault, Ollie,’ Jay complained. He sounded about five years old, not thirteen. ‘You wound me up and Mum’ll kill us both. You’re my big brother. She’ll say you should have stopped me.’


Jay had a point. He was still a bit of a mummy’s boy, despite declaring he had the hots for a girl a year older than him. Ollie, with an additional two years of sophistication under his belt, had made the mistake of laughing at him.


‘You wouldn’t know what to do with her if you had her,’ he’d said.


Like an idiot, he’d then told his little brother in graphic detail what he’d been up to himself with Briony Evans. And now Jay was threatening to expose his exploits to the world. Given how much Ollie had exaggerated, it could mean real trouble for him.


‘We’ll tell Mum it was an accident. I’ll say a seagull attacked me, so you threw your trainer at it.’


Jay scoffed. ‘She’s not a moron. She knows you’ve been told hundreds of times what to do if that happens. Just get the bloody trainer, Ollie. It’s an easy climb. I’d do it myself but it’s a bit tricky with only one shoe.’


With a grunt of annoyance, Ollie crept on hands and knees towards the point at which the ground fell away into the sea far below. He’d been climbing cliffs all his life, but preferred going up to down. That said, it didn’t look too risky, and there were plenty of hand- and footholds.


‘Jesus, Jay, you’re going to owe me big time for this.’


Ollie turned his back to the sea, lowered himself onto his belly and slithered over the edge until his foot found the ledge he’d spotted about a metre down the cliff face. There was space for both feet and it would give him the chance to get a good grip before he reached down for the next foothold.


He looked up to see Jay gazing down at him.


‘Don’t watch me – you’re putting me off. Bugger off to where I can’t see you.’


Jay pulled a face but reversed away from the edge, and slowly but surely Ollie made his way down the cliff.


‘Easy does it,’ he whispered to himself.


Directly below him, the waves were swirling over the rocks, the sound ringing in his ears.


‘You’re nearly there!’ Jay shouted. ‘To your left!’


‘Fuck off, Jay. I’ve told you!’


Ollie leaned back to look at his brother and felt his hand slip.


‘Shit!’ he yelled, flailing furiously for something to cling to.


For a moment, he thought he had it. Then, with a scream of terror, he felt his foot slip on a piece of loose shingle, and he was falling. All he could hear was Jay shouting ‘Ollie!’ over and over again before he crashed into the water.


Ollie hit the water feet first, gasping with shock as the cold sea swallowed him, water flooding his mouth and throat. He plunged deeper and deeper, his body sinking rapidly as he fought to prevent more of the salty water reaching his lungs.


Just as all hope seemed lost, his descent slowed and he kicked hard, heading up towards the sunlight far above him. Choking for air, he broke through the surface and took a huge gulp, trying to cough the water from his airways.


Above the crashing of the waves and his own rasping breath, he could hear screaming.


‘Ollie! Ollie! Are you okay?’


Treading water frantically, he spun in a circle. He’d be smashed to pieces if he made for the rocks and it was too far to swim around the headland. How was he going to get out? He couldn’t drown with his brother watching from above.


He tried to calm himself. Despite falling about fifteen metres, he didn’t think he was hurt. Thank God he’d hit a patch of relatively calm water where the sea was sweeping into the wide mouth of a cave. Only a few metres to both his left and right, the waves were pounding the rocks. He wouldn’t have stood a chance.


‘Ollie!’


He looked up beyond where Jay’s trainer was still sitting on a ledge several metres above him and saw his brother’s terrified face.


‘I can’t get out, Jay! You need to call for help – get my phone and call the coastguard. Tell them to be quick, Jay, please!’


He didn’t think Jay would hear him over the cacophony of the sea, but he seemed to get the gist and scooted back from the edge.


Ollie felt tears welling up in his eyes and he brushed them angrily away. He was an idiot. He shouldn’t have taunted Jay or been stupid enough to climb down the cliff, and if Jay didn’t get help soon, he was going to die. He kicked out to swim closer to the rocks. Maybe there was a safe place to get out. He shrieked as a wave broke over him and nearly sent him under again, and with a sob he swam back into the calmer water by the cave.


His brother had disappeared from the clifftop. Would he know what to do?


If you get me out of here, Jay, I’ll never take the piss out of you again, he thought.


Ollie continued to tread water, trying to convince himself that if he got tired, he could always lie on his back and float.


Come on, Jay. What are you doing?


His body was becoming stiff with cold under the water, his face burning in the September sunshine when he heard a shout and lifted his head. Jay was lying flat, peering over the edge of the cliff.


‘Help’s coming, Ollie, but they’ll be a while. Can you get out of the water?’


‘Where? Have you seen these rocks? Any more smart ideas?’


Ollie could feel the panic rising again. He would soon run out of energy and slowly sink into the depths.


He spun round again, working his hands to move in a circle while his feet pumped against the water. His eyes fell on the cave. Maybe he could get out of the water in there. It would be cold inside, probably worse than out here, but at least he could try.


‘Jay!’ he yelled with all his strength.


Jay’s tear-streaked face was still hanging over the edge, his hand cupped behind his ear like his granddad did when he couldn’t hear.


‘Cave!’ he shouted, pointing towards the rock face.


He had to get out of the water. They’d said on the news last night that the sea temperature was fifteen degrees, which was okay for swimming, but not so good for staying still. He was only wearing shorts and a T-shirt. How long before he froze to death?


He put his head down and took long strokes towards the cave, shivering as he swam into the cool depths where no sunlight could penetrate.


Ollie’s eyes slowly adjusted to the gloom. There was enough light filtering through the mouth of the cave for him to see it was a large space, but he couldn’t tell how far back it went. That didn’t matter, because there was a flat slab of rock just above the waterline. He swam to it and hoisted himself out of the sea, scraping his shins on the rough rock and shivering in the gloom.


He pulled his knees close to his chest and wrapped his arms around them. It wasn’t helping, so he rubbed his legs furiously with his hands, then did the same to his arms.


Ollie lifted his head to check out the cave. He wasn’t sure if the tide was coming in or going out, but if it was coming in, he might have to find a higher spot to perch while he waited.


He looked across to the far side of the cave where he could see another ledge, higher up and well out of the water. He thought about swimming across, but decided he couldn’t face the water again, so his eyes scanned the rocks to see if he could climb up.


And that was when he saw it, resting on the edge of the ledge. For a moment, he was unsure what he was seeing, but then he realised it looked very much like a foot.
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The rhythmic, monotonous pounding of the train as it hurtles along the track towards its destination is soothing, and for a moment the panic that has been gripping me since I left home this morning loosens its hold. Even so, I wish the train would slow down, take its time.


I’m doing the wrong thing.


I don’t need to go.


It’s all a mistake.


Turn round and go back.


My thoughts keep time with the wheels as they clatter over the joins in the tracks, and I stare out of the window, oblivious to the passing Cornish countryside. My heart beats a little faster as memories of the last time I came to Cornwall overwhelm me, each a sharp pinprick, piercing the barriers I’ve fought so hard to build. Every moment of that visit was so intense, so filled with pain, that I have tried to block it from my mind.


Last time I hadn’t travelled by train, and I wasn’t alone – although I might as well have been. As we’d piled all our cases into the car, I had moved to take a seat in the back. I wanted to curl up, keep to myself. But Lola beat me to it.


‘I’m going in the back,’ she said. ‘You’re the oldest. You get in the front.’


I wanted to argue, but she threw me a look of such fierce determination that I gave in and sat in the front with Dad. I didn’t want him to see me crying, so I had travelled the whole five-hour journey from Shropshire with my head turned to the side, the view nothing more than a blur across my unfocused eyes.


Dad hadn’t attempted to make conversation with me, and had instead hummed along to the radio. I didn’t know how he could. Lola had her headphones on, conveniently blocking us both out. That was nothing new.


I’m jolted back to the present as the train enters a tunnel, the sound exploding in the confined space. I gaze at the window, at my reflection against the black walls beyond. I see a young woman with long wavy red hair and a face that even I know looks perpetually sombre. As I stare, my face becomes Lola’s – my hair lightening to a softer shade, the face rounder, still with the remnants of the child she had been, her downturned sulky mouth quirking up at one corner as if she’s laughing at me. Across the aisle a man sits alone, and his image lurks behind mine, just above my shoulder, as if he’s about to pounce. He morphs into Dad, his broad face with pale blond brows above grey eyes, glaring at me in a way that had become so familiar. He wasn’t always like that, and I don’t know why he changed. But he’s not here to ask now. Neither is Lola.


I’m grateful there is no woman in the picture who might transform into Mum. I seem unable to forget her face as I last saw it, and I want to remember a different version from an earlier time. But I struggle.


There’s a sudden change of tone as we escape the tunnel, and I’m relieved that the images of my imagination have faded. The memories, of course, stay with me.


Is this what it’s going to be like, returning to Cornwall? Is each moment going to stab me with a painful reminder of all that happened both before, during and after that trip? I had thought my heart was broken before I arrived, but by the time I left it was torn to shreds. We should never have come. It was a huge mistake, but somehow when Mum’s aunt Helen approached me at the funeral to suggest the trip, I didn’t know how to refuse. There was something vaguely terrifying about her, in her smart black suit and veiled hat.


‘Nancy, I know how difficult all of this has been for you. You mustn’t blame yourself for your mother’s death. Whatever anyone tells you, it’s not your fault. Do you hear me?’


I wanted to believe her. I needed to believe her. But I couldn’t then, and I don’t now.


I didn’t know my great-aunt Helen well. The last time I’d seen her was two years earlier, when Mum first became ill – and then only briefly. I remember how direct she had been – severe, almost, with a clipped voice that left little room for argument. Now she was gripping both of my arms in her hands, staring straight into my eyes. It occurred to me that she was the only person who had looked at me properly in weeks. Even the doctor had walked past me without a word as he left the crematorium, his mouth pinched as if he was trying to stop himself from saying something.


‘Listen,’ Aunt Helen said. ‘It would do you good to get away. I have a cottage in Trevyan, a tiny Cornish village. I’ve not lived there for three years, but you should go for a holiday. You’re nearly nineteen – old enough to go alone. Or take Lola – just the two of you. I’ll write to you, Nancy – send you all the details. But go soon. The break will be good for you.’


I hadn’t known what to say. For the two years that I’d been caring for Mum I had barely left her room, and I wasn’t sure if the holiday would be an exciting adventure, or something too terrifying to contemplate.


‘Nancy needs it,’ I’d heard Aunt Helen tell Dad in that bossy voice of hers. ‘She’s lived and breathed the same air as Janice for all this time, and she must feel the greatest loss. God knows, you’ve been no use at all.’


I don’t think I was supposed to hear that.


Although he didn’t say as much to Aunt Helen, Dad told me he wouldn’t hear of us going on our own.


‘Lola’s too much of a responsibility for you, Nancy,’ he’d said. I’m not sure that’s what he meant; I think he was saying he didn’t trust me to take care of her. ‘I’ll get someone to look after the farm and I’ll come too – give you some freedom while I make sure Lola’s safe.’


He failed, of course, but somehow that became my fault too, and although the holiday wasn’t the beginning of all that happened, it was certainly the beginning of the end.


Now the train is growing ever closer to my destination and I feel light-headed. I don’t know if I can do this, but I have to try.
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The roads are starting to look vaguely familiar as the taxi makes its way from the station towards Trevyan and there are a few places I recognise.


The taxi driver has tried to make conversation, and although I’ve done my best I think my monosyllabic responses have convinced him that I’m not worth the effort. I don’t want to be rude, but my stomach is churning, my head spinning.


He has one last try: ‘Are you here on holiday, or working?’


‘I’m not working, but I’m not sure if it’s a holiday or not,’ I answer, and I see him glance at me in the rear-view mirror with a puzzled frown. I could try to explain, but I’m not sure how lucid I would sound. ‘I’m sorry, but I’m not sure why I’m here at all.’


I didn’t mean to say that out loud, although it’s true. I don’t have a plan, and it adds to my confusion. The last few weeks have demanded a bewildering array of decisions, and I feel stunned by it all.


It began about two months ago with a phone call to the care home where I work. I had been giving a foot massage to Doreen, a delightful lady in her nineties with a wicked sense of humour, when a voice called through the open doorway.


‘Nancy – someone on the phone for you!’


‘Do you mind taking the number, please? I don’t want to leave Doreen mid-massage.’


Doreen winked at me. ‘You go, lovey. It might be a man!’


I tapped her foot with my finger and got up from my knees. ‘Less of that, and stop trying to marry me off!’


‘You need someone, Nancy. You’re way too good to be on your own.’


She meant well – they all did. Some had even tried a bit of matchmaking with their grandsons, which was always awkward for all concerned. It was impossible for me to explain why I wasn’t interested in a relationship: that the thought of the inevitable heartbreak was too much for me. It was unusual for me to get a call at work, though, so in the end I wrapped her feet in warm towels and headed to the office.


The news that Aunt Helen had died and left me her cottage took a long time to sink in. I thought it was a mistake to start with, but when I returned to Doreen’s room to tell her what had happened, she let out a whoop of joy. I was in a daze, the very thought of the cottage filling me with an anxiety I hadn’t experienced in years. To me, it was a place that reeked of guilt, grief, despair and fear – somewhere I had never wanted to return to.


I was sorry that Aunt Helen was dead, but I barely knew her – which made it all the more strange that she’d left me her cottage. I vaguely remember her from when I was small. I think she looked after me when Mum had Lola, but then I didn’t see her for years – not until Mum first became ill, and of course she came to the funeral.


The holiday she offered had ended in disaster, and I don’t know if she blamed herself for what happened. Or maybe she blamed me, because contact afterwards was sporadic and any attempt I made to keep in touch was met with a rather abrupt response, which is why it seems so odd to find that I am now the owner of her cottage. And I wish with all my heart that I wasn’t.


My life is simple, ordered, the biggest decision of each day being what to eat. Even that takes little effort, as it usually amounts to selecting whatever is at the top of the pile of ready meals in my freezer. When I am not working, I read or watch television. I neither need nor want more, and I cherish the predictability of each day. My colleagues try to persuade me to go on wild nights out with them, but they take it well when I refuse. They accept me for who I am.


Now my life has been disrupted. Not only must I decide what to do with the cottage and its contents, I have no idea how I’m going to feel when I walk through the front door.


The taxi driver breaks into my thoughts. ‘Nearly there, love,’ he says, glancing at me again in the mirror as if to check I’m not having a meltdown in the back of his taxi.


I catch fleeting glimpses of the sea as the taxi weaves its way along narrow streets, and memories come flooding back as we reach Trevyan, a tiny village just beyond the edge of a much larger town. I remember the hope in my heart when we arrived last time; the feeling that my family could be healed in this tranquil spot; the fleeting dreams of days spent together exploring the stunning coastline and the pretty local town. How naïve that seems now.


Nothing appears to have changed. A row of stone cottages painted in pastel shades line one side of a quiet lane, facing a tiny pebbled beach and the ocean beyond. No one comes here to swim because huge rocks encroach on the shore, making it almost impossible to get into the sea. It’s a rare quiet spot in this tourist-mad part of Cornwall. Maybe that’s why my rather aloof aunt Helen liked it so much.


As the taxi draws to a halt, for a moment I just sit and stare at the cottage. My throat tightens, and I press my lips together.


Come on, Nancy. You knew this would happen.


I did. I had been preparing for this moment for the whole journey. It’s the point I have mentally tagged: stage one – the arrival.


I’ve identified all the difficult stages I will have to get through, and this is my first hurdle, soon to be followed by my next: stage two – walking into the cottage.


It’s just a building.


I know that. Just a building.


The cottage looks the same. For some reason I had expected it to be different, like a place I have never seen before. I manage to pull myself together to pay the taxi driver, tipping him far too much by way of apology for my aloofness and, staring at the money in his hand for a moment, he stuffs it in his pocket and jumps into his seat with a quick thank you. He looks relieved to be driving away. I feel a stab of panic as I stand alone on the pavement, my case by my side, watching the taxi disappear into the distance. I want to shout to the driver to come back, to take me to the station so I can flee back to a world that might not be exciting, but one where I feel safe. It’s too late.


The gate creaks as I open it, as it always did, and I wheel my case through and stand still, taking it in. It’s not a big cottage, but it’s pretty with its cream-painted stone walls and pale blue front door. On the end of a row, looking straight out to sea, it boasts a small cobbled courtyard with some rather decrepit-looking metal chairs and a table.


‘Get on with it!’ I say the words out loud as I bend down to move a plant pot.


Just as I had done eleven years ago, I retrieve the key, push it into the lock and turn.
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11 years ago


‘They’ve left a key for us – it’s under the plant pot. Lola, can you get it, please?’ Dad asked.


Lola ignored him and turned to look at the sea.


‘Lola!’ he said.


Her attitude for the whole journey had been one of moody sulking, and I didn’t think it worth the argument, so I put down my suitcase and bent to move the pot. I handed Dad the key and he took it from me without a word.


‘We’ll have to find a better place if it’s the only key,’ Dad muttered, glaring at Lola.


She was being irritating, but I was sure it was grief. She hadn’t cried at all since Mum died, not even at the funeral. She just stood with her lips clenched tightly together. Dad had reached out to try to hold her hand, but she yanked it out of his grasp. I tried to take his other hand, certain that he needed the comfort as much as any of us, but he pushed his hands into his pockets before I made contact.


Unlike Lola, I felt as if my eyes were constantly leaking, and my body ached with crying. The doctors had said that with proper care there was no reason why Mum shouldn’t have made a reasonable recovery from the illness that cut her down before she was even forty years old. But she hadn’t got better. Instead, she had died – and I was her carer. No matter what Aunt Helen said, I knew they blamed me.


Dad turned the key and pushed the door. It stuck and he muttered something under his breath as he gave it a shove. I didn’t know why he’d come really, and if a sticking door was enough to irritate him I had no idea how we were going to get through the next two weeks.


I followed him inside, and while he headed straight for the stairs, I looked around. It was much smaller than our home in Shropshire, but immediately it felt welcoming. I was surprised that this was Aunt Helen’s house. She had seemed so austere on the occasions I’d met her, and I would have imagined hard lines and immaculate pale grey carpets. Instead, the door opened straight into a stone-flagged living space, on the left of which was a kitchen lined with pale green wooden units. A scrubbed pine table just big enough for four people sat on a patterned rug in the centre, and I imagined a group of friends sitting there, eating hearty food, cooked with love.


To the right of the central wooden staircase was a sitting room with a battered two-seater brown leather sofa and an armchair covered in a cream throw. An old wood burner sat on the hearth. I thought how cosy it would feel on a cold winter’s night, listening to the sounds of the waves washing the beach, curled up with a hot chocolate in front of a blazing fire, book in hand, or sitting on the deep window seat, stuffed with multicoloured cushions, watching the sea across the lane.


Our home had a different feel. The rooms were large and draughty, and they hadn’t been decorated in my lifetime so we lived with peeling wallpaper where the damp had seeped through. Dad thought the previous owners must have taken lodgers, because the layout upstairs was unusual, with a solid fire door separating one corridor and bedroom from the rest of the space. Whatever its past, no one had had the time or the money to improve it, so it was patched up haphazardly. I never thought about it much until I stood in Aunt Helen’s cottage and felt it wrap itself snugly around me.


‘Enough daydreaming,’ Dad said as he thundered down the stairs. ‘I’ve just been to look, and there are only two rooms. A double and a twin. You can argue between yourselves who has which. I’ll take the sofa.’


I gave him a puzzled look. ‘Why don’t Lola and I have the twin? You can have the double.’


He walked into the kitchen and started to fill the kettle. I had no idea why, because we hadn’t thought to bring any tea or coffee with us. It felt like it was something for him to do so he didn’t have to look at me.


‘Not sure that’s a good idea. I think you both need your own space right now.’


I stared at his back. Did he think Lola wouldn’t want to share with me? I felt a sob building in my chest, but before I could choke out any protest at his words, Lola spoke.


‘I’ll share with Nancy.’ She didn’t look at me. She was looking at Dad.


‘I’m not sure, Lola,’ he said.


‘Don’t care whether you’re sure or not, it’s what I’m going to do.’


With that, she picked up her bag and marched upstairs. I stood and watched, shocked at how she spoke to Dad.


He slammed the kettle down, not bothering to switch it on. He spoke to the wall.


‘It’s grief making her like this. Lola’s not like you. She can’t cry. She bottles everything up and it comes out as rage at the world. I just happen to be an easy target because she knows I understand.’ He turned to face me. ‘Don’t try to talk to her about it, Nancy – you’ll make it worse. She’s likely to say some hurtful things – to lash out.’


He turned away again, hands stuffed into his trouser pockets, to gaze out of the window. The conversation was clearly over, but I didn’t need to ask him what Lola was angry about. She was angry with me. I was the reason Mum was dead.


‘I’m sorry, Dad,’ I whispered, wondering if they would ever forgive me; if I would ever forgive myself.


I wanted him to turn to me and say he understood why I’d taken a sleeping tablet the night Mum died; that he knew I was exhausted, and it wasn’t my fault I didn’t hear her call me to help her from the bed; that I wasn’t to blame for her fall. But he didn’t move, didn’t speak.


I dropped my head, devastated by my sister’s condemnation and Dad’s silence.


I couldn’t help remembering that before Mum became ill, Dad and I used to be close. I loved helping him on the farm – especially with the animals. He called me kochanie – a word he’d picked up working as a steward on cruise ships, a job I couldn’t imagine him ever doing. It meant sweetheart in Polish, and I’d asked him once why he called me kochanie and not Lola.


‘Lola is very different to you. You help me with the pigs – you love the pigs. You don’t mind getting your hands dirty. Lola thinks she’s a princess. She likes to be the centre of attention, and she manages to get away with not lifting a finger by being charming and cute. You think about others – even if the pigs are your favourites.’ He’d laughed and reached out to give me a hug.


That conversation seemed a long time ago, and as we stood in Aunt Helen’s kitchen, Dad with his back to me, I finally understood how Lola must have felt when I was the favoured one. I wish now that I’d had a chance to tell her that.
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Detective Sergeant Stephanie King hadn’t had the best of days. There had been a spate of burglaries in recent weeks, and although the CID team, of which she was a part, suspected the same gang had carried out every one of them, they were struggling to find any compelling evidence.


She was also suffering from a lack of sleep. Her partner, Gus – otherwise known as Detective Chief Inspector Angus Brodie – had been home last night for the first time in ten days. They’d had a lot of catching up to do, and the memory brought a smile to her face.


Stephanie had been convinced that when Gus was promoted to DCI he would have had to move to the opposite end of the territory covered by Devon and Cornwall Police, and she had been dreading the thought of him being so far away. To her relief he had been offered a new job in Newquay, and while that wasn’t entirely handy for their home in Penzance, it was less than an hour’s drive on a good day. Not that he was able to get home every night. He’d recently been working on a particularly unpleasant murder in Padstow and had to base himself close to the incident room, but now he was home, taking a couple of days off, lounging around. Meanwhile, she was at work, wishing she was there with him.


Her mind flicked back to that morning. Gus had been as affectionate as always and she’d struggled to leave him, but as she headed to the door, he’d reached out and pulled her close.


‘When you get back tonight, I need to talk to you about something. Any chance you can get away on time?’


Stephanie hated conversations like this. If he wanted to tell her something, then he should either spit it out, or he shouldn’t have mentioned it. Now all she was going to do was worry. But when she’d pushed him, he wasn’t to be budged.


‘I shouldn’t have said anything.’ He was right about that. ‘It’ll keep.’


In the end, she’d glowered at him, but she didn’t have time to argue. She was already running late.


The ringing of her phone brought her back to the present, and she prayed it wouldn’t be a report of yet another burglary.


‘DS King,’ she said.


‘DI Harris-Cooke.’ Stephanie almost groaned at the high-pitched staccato voice of the new local detective inspector – her boss. She wished Stuart Wilcox had never retired. At least he was a local who was happy to go to the pub with his team. DI Harris-Cooke was a career police officer who believed in a strict hierarchy and boundaries.


‘Yes, ma’am. What can I do for you?’


‘We’ve got a body – a skeleton, to be precise – and I need you to go and check it out. Unfortunately it’s in a cave, and the bones are high up on a rock shelf. It can only be reached by boat at high tide, and even then with some difficulty. It’s too late to set it up today, so it will have to be tomorrow morning, first thing. I realise I would normally attend the scene, but I have an important meeting, so you’ll have to stand in for me.’


Stephanie bit her lip. Of course the DI had found something more important to do than go out at the crack of dawn in a small boat – especially as rain was forecast.


‘Has the pathologist been informed, ma’am?’


‘Yes, and she’s contacting a forensic anthropologist who’ll need to conduct the recovery. The pathologist is Molly Treadwell, whom I believe you know, and the anthropologist is –’ there was a pause and a rustling of paper ‘– a Dr Carla Davies. We’re liaising with the coastguard and the marine unit. They’ll pick you up at the harbour in Newlyn at 7.15 tomorrow morning. Take a couple of uniforms to help with the retrieval, and a crime scene manager.’


‘Okay. Do we know anything else?’


‘No. It’s a remote spot. Some stupid boy was trying to scale the cliff and fell off into the sea. He swam into the cave and scrambled out of the water and onto a ledge. The RNLI got him out – at significant risk to their own safety, I gather – but he was a gibbering wreck because he’d seen what looked like a foot on a higher ledge. He’d thought the tide would come in before he was rescued, and he’d have to clamber up there and keep company with the dead. One of the lifeboat men had a look and discovered that it is, in fact, a complete skeleton.’


‘Oh Lord, I think that would freak me out too.’


‘The boy and his brother have been interviewed, but they had nothing useful to say.’


‘Okay, I’m on it, and I’ll check who’s available to come with me. I’ll get back to you when we have something to report.’


Stephanie hung up the phone.


A skeleton. She’d seen her share of dead bodies in the time she’d been in the police, but this would be the first time she’d had to deal with just the bones. She wasn’t sure if that would be better or worse.
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The door to the cottage sticks, as I knew it would. I give it a hard shove and hear the wood scrape on the stone floor. I step inside and take a sharp breath. Nothing has changed. It’s as if I’ve just been for a walk and come back to make lunch. The only difference is there’s no Dad. No Lola. The room is silent.


I shake myself and look around.


An image of Dad bursts into my mind. He’s leaning against the sink unit, arms folded, cheeks flushed, shouting at Lola as she walks towards the front door.


‘You’re not going out in that skirt, Lola. Everyone will see your knickers!’


‘They won’t, because I’m not wearing any,’ she yells back, cheekily flicking up the back of her skirt to reveal her skimpy bikini bottoms. Picking up her emerald-green backpack, she heads for the door.


‘That doesn’t make any difference!’ he calls after her. But he is talking to thin air. She’s gone.


It wasn’t their first argument. Nor was it their last.


I’d ignored them, because by then – the second week of our holiday – I was wrapped up in my own thoughts and had gone up to my room to dream of a man, a beach and sand in my own knickers. I push that thought away. I don’t want to go there, to relive my first love and its disastrous ending. At least not yet.


Vivid images of Lola dance across my eyes – fifteen years old, and obstreperous in a way I had never witnessed before. Am I going to go through the next few days seeing her everywhere I look? I slowly release the breath I didn’t know I was holding. I’ve hoped and prayed for eleven years that she would get in touch, but I need to face reality. She doesn’t want to know me, so I must get on with my life and put aside any hope that one day she will come looking for me.


I sniff the air. I was expecting to be greeted by the stale smell of an unused house, but it smells of polish and something warm and spicy that I can’t quite grasp. It feels surprisingly welcoming, and I’m pleased I’ve managed to get through the first stages of my return. Now it’s time for the next: stage three – going into the room where Lola and I slept, the room I ran from that night, the room where I spoke to Lola for the last time. I straighten my back, feeling a tingle down my spine. I can’t stand here all day, so I pick up my case and make my way slowly upstairs to the bedrooms and tiny bathroom.


Lola’s defiant attitude on the day of our arrival and her insistence that we share a room had briefly felt positive. She’d even given me a shaky smile, as if she wasn’t sure what I was expecting from her, and I realised then how far apart we had grown in the previous two years.


I had imagined us whispering in the dark after Dad was in bed, getting to know each other again, because our lives had been so different. Caring for Mum had been the right thing – the only thing – for me to do, but I had missed out on school, friends, parties, and at almost nineteen I wanted to gossip with Lola about people I used to know who were still part of her world.


It soon became apparent that wasn’t to be. Despite her insistence that we share a room, we quickly went our separate ways, and when I tried to talk to her, she didn’t want to know. She trusted me enough to sleep next to me, but that was as far as it went.


I retreated into another world, one in which my past wasn’t relevant, and meanwhile Lola took partying to heart, sneaking home late every night. I knew she was drinking. Dad was beside himself at her defiant attitude, although I’d tried to reassure him that it was only a phase and we’d be going home soon.


‘Can’t be soon enough,’ he’d said, his face almost grey with concern. ‘We should never have come.’


I couldn’t help believing this was my fault too. I was the one who Aunt Helen had offered the cottage to. Did Dad think I should have said no? He didn’t have to come, but he said he couldn’t contemplate the idea of us coming on our own.


I’d given up trying to understand what he was thinking. After Mum became ill we’d turned into a family of two halves. I ate with Mum, watched television with her, slept in her room. Dad and Lola muddled along together, eating their share of the food I’d prepared during the day while Mum was sleeping, but I’d felt so separate from them. A few weeks after I moved into Mum’s bedroom, I heard them laughing together downstairs. Mum was asleep and I’d been planning to join them. But I’d been uncertain of my welcome, convinced I would be an intruder, and after that it never felt like the right time, so I stayed upstairs with Mum. It set a pattern for the next two years.


Any hopes I had of the holiday uniting us as a family were dashed within days, and there was only one time in the entire fortnight when Lola tried to talk to me. I was lying huddled on the bed, curled into a tight ball, crying as if the world had ended – which to me it had – when I heard her come into our bedroom.


‘What’s up, Nancy? Tell me.’ She sat next to me on the bed, stinking of booze, and reached out a hand to touch my shoulder. But I brushed it away.


‘Go away. Leave me alone.’


‘I saw you from the beach. You were running. What’s upset you?’ she asked, and then – more hesitantly – she said, ‘And there’s something I need to tell you too.’


But she hadn’t wanted to talk to me before when I’d tried my best, and I couldn’t bear to admit to her how foolish I had been, so I’d leaped up from the bed, shouting at her, and stormed out of the room.


I ran downstairs towards the front door. ‘Not everything’s about you, Lola,’ I yelled over my shoulder. ‘Just get lost.’


And that’s exactly what she did. They were the last words I spoke to her. By the next day she’d gone.
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I’ve just dumped my case on the bed, ready to unpack, when I hear a staccato triple knock, followed by a scraping sound as the front door is pushed open.


‘Shit!’ someone mutters.


I rush onto the landing, my heart pounding. Who the hell is this?


Standing at the foot of the stairs, looking up at me, is a young woman with wild black curls and bright red lips bearing a wide smile.


‘Hi! You must be Nancy,’ she says without a hint of an apology for just walking in. ‘Sorry about the noise. Someone should have fixed that bloody door! I’m Effie. Good journey?’


To the best of my knowledge, I don’t know an Effie, but she doesn’t look particularly threatening, so I make my way slowly downstairs towards her.


‘Hi,’ I say tentatively. ‘The journey was fine.’


As I reach the bottom step I get a better look at my visitor. She has the kind of luscious figure that I’ve always wanted. I hate being skinny, which I know is most women’s dream but not mine. Effie is nicely rounded, and in her royal-blue baggy T-shirt and white jeans there’s something instantly comforting about her. She doesn’t feel like an intruder, although I’ve no idea who she is, or why she’s here.


‘I’m sorry, but should I know you?’


Effie laughs. ‘What are you sorry about? Course you shouldn’t. My mum keeps this place clean – Angie Dawson. She met you when you were here last time, but I guess with everything else you’ve probably forgotten. My nan knew your aunt Helen. They were great friends. But Nan’s in hospital recovering from a hip replacement, bless her, and Mum’s working, so I offered to be the welcome party – and here I am!’ She throws her arms wide.


I’m slightly nonplussed by all of this, but I can’t resist Effie’s smile.


‘It’s good to meet you, and I must thank your mum. The house felt very welcoming, not at all the musty damp place I had imagined.’


Effie frowns slightly and looks away. I’m not sure what I’m supposed to do now. I’d offer her a cup of tea, but I haven’t been shopping yet, so I stand looking a bit lost. Then I notice a large canvas bag by her feet. Her eyes follow my gaze, and she reaches down to grab it.


‘Ah yes – I nearly forgot. Essential provisions!’ she says. ‘Got milk, tea, coffee, sugar – although you don’t look as if sugar ever passes your lips – biscuits, sliced bread, butter, marmalade – you know, the usual stuff. But I also brought this.’ And like a conjuror she fishes a bottle of white wine out of the bag, with a ‘Ta-dah!’


She’s making me smile already, and the feeling of unease that hit me when I walked through the door is fading fast.


‘I don’t think we should drink this now, though. It’s not cold. I’ll just put everything away, shall I?’


It’s not really a question, and she starts opening cupboards and shoving things slightly randomly on shelves.


‘Now, I’ve been given a list of things to talk to you about. Let’s see if I can remember them.’


She has her back to me, lifting a jar of coffee to put into the cupboard, and she stops – her hand suspended mid-air.


‘Ah yes. First thing, I need to show you where the fuse box is. There’s a faulty switch somewhere and sometimes the lights go out. I’ve brought you a torch, just in case.’ She plonks the coffee in the cupboard and turns round. ‘Mum also said she thinks it would be a good idea to get another key cut. No idea what happened to the one you had when you were last here. It seems to have gone AWOL.’


She puts the rest of the shopping in the cupboard and I should probably be helping, but I’m feeling a bit dazzled. I’m about to tell her that I won’t need another key because I’m not staying any longer than I need to when she carries on.


‘Third, I need to show you where the stop tap is. Not that we’re expecting any plumbing issues, but always good to know.’ She slams the door shut. ‘Now, I bet you’re starving. Shall we go and eat? Town’s not so busy now the school holidays are over, and it’s less crowded now the emmets have left.’


‘Emmets?’


‘Holidaymakers. Means ants, I think. The ones that swarm everywhere. Anyhow, the posh lookalike mums with their swinging blonde hair and whiny kids have gone, and we’re left with the more sedate older visitors. Much better.’


‘Don’t you like kids?’ I can’t help asking, a bit surprised given her apparent warm nature.


‘Love ’em, in general. But the lot we get in the summer with all the second-home owners – well, it’s not their fault, poor little buggers. They’re just whingey because no one ever has any fun with them. They’re given a bucket and spade and told to amuse themselves where Mummy can see them – but not get down on her hands and knees and bloody play with them. The only rules they’re given are not to disturb Mummy when she’s drinking gin and talking to her friends about her latest find on Net-a-Porter.’


I can feel my eyebrows rising as she talks. Clearly a bone of contention.


She sees my expression and laughs. ‘You’ll get it if you come to live here – which I hope you do because it’s a great place. The locals are totally fab – quite whacky, a lot of them – but kind and fun. I have to deal with the other lot because I work for the company that looks after all their properties when they’re away. Maintenance, cleaning, letting them out, that sort of thing. Bloody nightmare, but interesting. Anyway, you up for a bit of food, then?’


I feel strangely invigorated just talking to her.


‘I need to get changed. I’m a bit scruffy,’ I say, looking down at my jeans and loose cotton shirt.


‘Nonsense! You look fine. Just give your hair a bit of a shake – looks like you’ve been attacked on one side by a grizzly or something. Slap on a bit of lippy, and we’re done.’


I glance towards a mirror and she’s right about my hair. It’s the result of opening the taxi window, and my hair doesn’t like to be tamed.


‘Oh gosh,’ I mutter. ‘I hadn’t realised I looked such a mess.’


She chuckles. ‘You sort your hair and I’ll put the wine in the fridge for later. Then we’re off. You’ll like where we’re going. The food’s delicious!’


I feel a rush of optimism. The last few hours have been a rollercoaster. I was dreading coming here, but now, for the first time in as long as I can remember, I’m excited to be going out with a new friend.
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Effie talks non-stop all the way into town. She’s driving, but as we pass through the village she slows down, pointing out the landmarks.


‘I love Trevyan. So quiet; everything seems to run at a slower pace than in town, even though it’s just down the road. There’s not much to the village, but the shop here is a local legend. Do you remember it?’


‘Vaguely. It’s small, isn’t it?’


‘Very. The aisles are too narrow for a trolley, so it’s a faff if you’ve got a lot to buy – but Noreen, the owner, will get in anything you ask for and always buys in bulk, even though no bugger else might want white miso or whatever for the next millennium, so it’s always worth checking out when you’re looking to cook something exotic.’


I smile at the thought, embarrassed to admit that having spent two years as chief cook and bottle washer for my family I now live on frozen meals and takeaways.


‘Are you going to hire a car, while you’re here?’ Effie asks.


‘I don’t drive – not much point, living in London.’ I don’t add that when your dad kills himself by driving his car into a reservoir, it’s something of a deterrent.


‘If you need to go to the supermarket or anything, just let me know. I’ll take you.’ She turns and beams at me, and I feel a rush of gratitude to her for turning up at my door. I had been expecting to spend the evening sitting alone in a dark cottage in sombre reflection. Instead, I am heading out in the evening sunshine with a woman who oozes joy.


As we get closer to town my moment of optimism collapses as I realise I must now face up to what I saw as the final menacing moment from the past: stage four – visit the beach where Lola used to hang out.


I came with her the first few days, or to be more precise I followed her, hoping I might meet people of my own age. But I didn’t know how to introduce myself, to break into their circle, so I hung back on my own, watching them. My confidence had waned over the previous two years, and I didn’t think I spoke their language.


Lola had no such fears, and I watched with envy as she waltzed right down onto the beach to say hello, appearing self-assured and friendly, unrecognisable as the stroppy, belligerent girl Dad and I had to deal with. Not that we saw much of her. She didn’t turn up for meals, and never lifted a finger – although that wasn’t anything new. When had she become this person?


I’d had little to do with her while I looked after Mum, but it wasn’t out of choice. She was at school during the day, and I was with Mum in the evenings. On the odd occasion when I’d asked Dad if she was doing okay, he told me not to worry. She was doing fine at school, and he was looking out for her. I was jealous, and ashamed of it. I’d always thought I’d had a special bond with Dad, and that Lola and I were good sisters to each other, but while I was nursing Mum, Dad and Lola had become a team from which I was excluded. To the sixteen-year-old I was then, it seemed dreadfully unfair that I was so isolated, and I resented the fact that Lola hardly ever visited Mum.


The Lola I remembered had always hankered after attention, wanting to be praised, but the Lola I saw that fortnight was wild. She didn’t care a jot what Dad or I felt, and I didn’t understand it. Why was she behaving that way? Dad said it was because of Mum’s death, but I found it hard to believe as I watched her flirting with the boys, laughing too loud, swigging beer from a can when she thought no one could see her. I’d even heard her tell Dad that he had no right to tell her what to do, and I couldn’t believe she would be so rude. If I spoke to her, she looked away and didn’t bother to answer. I didn’t know how to deal with her, or how to cope with Dad’s despair, so I escaped to walk the coastal path. And that was the start of my pleasure, and my pain.


I have no more time to dwell on the past as Effie pulls into the car park and we both set off to walk the last few hundred metres to the main street. I had forgotten how lovely the town is, with its row of shops, restaurants and bars – many with outside seating – facing the wide sandy bay, and although it’s mid-September it is still warm, and people are relaxing in the evening sunshine. I can hear the chinking of glasses, the soft buzz of conversation, and I take in a breath of sea air. If it wasn’t for the memories, maybe I could live here.


I’m pleased that the wine bar Effie has chosen is not one I remember. It has a great view of the sea, and although it’s busy, we’re able to get a table outside. I choose to sit with my back to the beach, knowing that otherwise I would be unconsciously scouring the sands for Lola, seeing her face, hearing her laughter.


‘I hope this isn’t rude, but do you mind me asking where the name Effie comes from?’ I ask, in an attempt to distract myself.


‘It’s not rude at all. I’m called Josephine, but it doesn’t suit me – never did. Sounds far too proper. One of my kid brothers couldn’t say my name so called me Effie, and it stuck.’


‘I like it.’


‘Thank you. So do I. Nancy’s a nice name too,’ Effie says.


I shrug. I never think about it much. For some reason, my apparent indifference makes her laugh.


A waiter appears with a menu. ‘Hi, Effie. How are you doing?’


‘Hi, Raff. I’m good, thanks. This is Nancy.’ We exchange smiles, and Effie carries on talking. ‘Listen, I’ve been meaning to ask . . .’


She starts a conversation with Raff, and I tune out and consult the menu. I don’t know where to start. I don’t eat out often, and there are so many things on here that I’ve never tried before.
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