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Prologue


Megan


Grace doesn’t know, but every night around 2 a.m. I go to her. It started when she was just a toddler, but still, so many years later, I creep into her room and roll back her duvet to check that her bony chest is still fluttering, her weak heart still doing its best. Tonight is one of those nights I try to be brave, stop myself. I stare at the ceiling, make my legs heavy.


Stay put, I tell them.


I try to think about something else. I plan what Grace should wear when we visit the new paediatric unit in Taunton in a couple of weeks; we might be photographed. But even that won’t stick. I don’t see Grace smiling for the camera, a pretty clip in her short, spiky hair. I see her in bed, across the hall, her rosebud mouth gasping for air, her lips turning grey then blue. I see her green eyes, naked without their glasses, fearful, desperate, searching for me in the dusky light of her room, and then before I know it I’m out of bed, across the hall and by her side. My hand goes straight to her warm chest. It rises and falls, slow and dreamy, just like it should. But that’s not enough. I lean over her, my cheek an inch from her mouth. I feel the breeze of her, her little life puff warm and rhythmic against my skin. She’s OK. Only then does my own breath catch up with me.


I rearrange her hands under her favourite daisy-printed sheets and stroke my palm lightly over her body, the sweetest little mound. She’s out deep tonight. Dr Parker said the antibiotics he prescribed after her operation will make her sleep more heavily than normal. It’s nothing to worry about.


I pick Flopsy up from where she’s fallen on the floor, grey ears sticking out at angles, and sit her at the top of Grace’s pillow. It’s a habit, that’s all, this checking on her. Her windows are definitely locked. The nurses say it’s normal, totally natural. They touch my arm and say they’d be the same after everything we’ve been through. I plump the heart-shaped cushion in her wheelchair. They’re not only talking about Danny; they’re talking about the time Grace was rushed to hospital foaming at the mouth, the time we finally decided the only way to get nutrients into her body was through a tube in her stomach, the time he tried to take her like he took my Danny. I pause in the doorway, watch my little mouse sleep for a moment. I always leave her door open so I can hear her call for me if she wakes, or is woken.


My bed sighs under my weight, and as I turn off my bedside lamp I think how the nurses have no idea what they’re talking about. It’s not what’s already happened that keeps me rushing, terrified, into her room at night. It’s the invisible bomb I hear ticking over our heads, the precious seconds we have left together that are starting to run out, like water through cupped hands. It’s the horrific promise of what I know will come. That one day the locks will slide back, the handle will slowly start to turn, and then there will follow those practised, determined footsteps and no matter how fast I run to her, how much I plead, there is nothing I can to do to save us both.
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Cara


I hold my finger on the bell for number 52 Woodgreen Avenue for longer than is probably polite. The ringing is urgent, but that’s good, I want them to know I’m in a rush. My Monday-lunchtime shift at the Ship starts in half an hour.


I imagine Grace inside, her little owl face swivelling towards the noise in a way that makes her seem so much younger than most seventeen-year-olds, her thin arms somehow manoeuvring her chair down the wide corridor towards me, Meg in her uniform of slippers, leggings and oversized T-shirt padding behind her, a kindly, dependable guard dog. ‘Just coming!’


I nudge my leg against the tote bag full of summer clothes – washed, ironed and folded – ready for Meg and Grace. Mum and her friends have been collecting them for weeks.


Come on!


I take my phone out of the pocket of my ripped jeans, look at the blank screen and put it back again. The paint on the Nichols’s house is fresh and gives off a chemical tang in the early June sun. Naturally, they went for pink. Mum said the Wishmakers, the charity who adapted the house for Grace’s wheelchair, repainted last month. Next door, the red paint on Mum’s woodwork is peeling away like burnt skin.


Where are they?


I press the doorbell again. They’re always in. Maybe Meg is helping Grace in the bathroom? Or perhaps they’re in Grace’s bedroom, Meg changing Grace’s feeding tube – I think she has to change it every week. Last Christmas, Grace lifted her Santa Claus jumper to show me the new hole in her stomach. It looked like a tiny eye socket with the eyeball plucked out. It seemed bottomless, Grace a doll with all her stuffing pulled out.


‘Weird, isn’t it?’ she said, looking straight at me. I shrugged and turned away so she couldn’t see how queasy I felt.


I glance at my phone again. Maybe I should just leave the bag here on the doorstep? I could write a note? But I know Mum will be pissed off if I don’t give them the clothes in person. She’s been saving them for me to bring over, like it’s a special treat. Mum visits Meg and Grace a couple of times a week, sometimes coming home dewy-eyed. It’s as if, for her, spending half an hour with Meg and Grace is some kind of religious experience. She says Grace always asks her what I’ve been up to, if I’ve been dating, that kind of thing. Mum is always trying to get me to visit them. I tell her I’ve been too busy this year, retaking my A-levels, working at the pub and dealing with the breakup from Chris. I finished my exams three days ago and I’ve run out of excuses, so here I am. The truth is, I never know what to say to Grace these days. It feels mean to tell her about my life – my plans for university, how I’m going to get out of Cornwall as soon as I can, that I’m saving for a big trip to India next year – when her big weekly event is a trip down the beach with her mum.


I press my face to the mottled glass door. Although adapted for Grace’s wheelchair, the layout of their bungalow is exactly the same as Mum’s and probably very similar to the other one hundred and something houses and bungalows on the Summervale Estate. I can’t see much; the glass makes everything look like it’s underwater. My hand finds the door handle, squeezes. The inside air greets me first. It’s warm, fuggy with Meg’s air fresheners with names like Summer Daze that make my nose itch. I know because my mum buys the same ones.


‘Hello?’ I call into the thick silence of their house.


‘Meg? Grace? It’s Cara. I’ve got those clothes …’ I stop as I turn into the sitting room. Everything is pristine as always. The beige three-piece suite is plump, the armchairs facing the sofa as though holding their own tea party. Polished photos of Meg and Grace, framed in hearts and stars, shine from the mantelpiece. But behind the sofa, my eye catches. Something is out of place, something is there that shouldn’t be.


‘Grace?’ I move slowly, but fear comes quickly. Grace’s wheelchair has fallen on its side. Her little toy rabbit and the heart-shaped cushion she sits on have skidded across the floor, towards the kitchen. The sight jolts me into action, and I rush around the sofa, imagining Grace’s tiny body bruised and broken, her glasses smashed. But there’s nothing, or almost nothing. On the floor lies Grace’s diary, the same one I noticed wedged between her hip and her chair the last time I saw her, just a month ago.


Unless she’s in bed, I’ve never seen Grace out of her chair. She’s been in a wheelchair for as long as I’ve known her, over half her life. I pick up the diary. Down the hall, behind Meg’s bedroom door, a clock chimes the half hour. A tap drip-drips. The noise shifts the air, helps me find my voice, and I call out again.


‘Guys? Meg?’


I safely stow the diary in the bag of clothes and leave it in the hall. I’ll give the diary back to Grace when I see her.


I make my way slowly down the corridor. With each step I take, fear tugs at my stomach, makes me alert. Somewhere a fly whines, blood rushes in my ears, the tap drip-drips. The door to the toilet opens suddenly and I cry out, my body jolting with shock, but it’s just Cookie, Grace’s ginger cat. Cookie ignores me and pads across the corridor, mewing as she slips gracefully into Meg’s room. I follow. Now there’s a new noise, a hum, like static. I tell myself, desperately, that it might be the radio. Maybe that’s why Meg and Grace can’t hear me?


But as I get closer, I know the humming sound isn’t mechanical. It’s deeper, weirder … organic. The back of my hand strokes the smooth, cool wall. The smell of cheap vanilla, so sweet it’s almost putrid, blooms inside me like mould.


‘Hello?’ I don’t recognise my voice, cracked and small. Fear grips like a hand squeezing my throat. I’m about to push Meg’s door but it opens wide at the slightest touch, as if eager to give its secrets away.


I see the bluebottles first. They circle above her like tiny vultures. Meg is twisted around the bedsheets, her body brittle and too still to be resting. Her face is grey, her gaze clouded, but fixed on something living eyes can never see. Her mouth is a rictus of fear. Her forehead has collapsed in on itself, no longer a shape, just a dark mass of sticky pulp. Blood stains the sheets, halo-like behind her. Her bruised leg and arm hang over the edge of the bed and from her pink-painted fingertips her blood drip, drips.
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Jon


As I stand in the middle of a field, looking down at a dead sheep and wondering for the fifty-third time that day what the hell has happened to my life, my phone buzzes with a text. As the farmer, Mr Leeson, nudges the bloodied sheep with his foot, as though prompting the poor dead animal to confirm that it was definitely ‘those bloody travellers and their bloody dogs’ that ripped her oesophagus from her throat, I remind myself this is my second chance. That I’m lucky to have this job, and a way to keep my son Jacob in my life. Not everyone gets a second chance. Mr Leeson bends low into the mud towards the dead sheep, allowing me to surreptitiously check my phone. I hope it’s a text from Jacob – Jakey – but the screen says Ben.


Six months ago, a text from Ben wouldn’t have been anything remarkable. But then I wouldn’t have been standing in a boggy field looking at a dead sheep because just six months ago I was busy doing real investigative journalism. The last time I saw Ben was the last time I wrote anything of my choosing. A personable freelance photographer, Ben took the photos that accompanied the article which in a roundabout way led me here, to this field, on this dank early June day with Mr Leeson and his dead sheep.


‘So, are yer going to talk to them then?’ the farmer asks, showing me blackened gums that look like their own crime scene.


I shove the phone back down into my pocket. ‘Sorry, Mr Leeson, who is it you want me to talk to?’


‘Them gypsies … them travellers, what yer call them. Are you going ter talk ter them or is it up ter me and my shotgun?’ Mr Leeson lifts his flat cap off his head and wipes his greasy hair with a mucky hand. I have the impression he’s hoping I’ll choose the latter option.


‘How about I go and talk to my editor about a story and we’ll—’


‘All the story you bloody need is right ’ere.’ His heavy boot is back on the sheep’s head. I wish he’d stop. I know she’s dead but her eyes are still open, and it’s muddy. It starts to rain again.


‘I heard you’re from London,’ Mr Leeson says with a familiar mixture of disdain and pity. The ‘poor sod’ following the statement is always silent. I don’t want to get into this now. Telling people how I moved here to Cornwall for my wife, my son, for a better life is like being forced to repeat a joke you know isn’t funny again and again. I snap the rubber band against my wrist. The rubber band was suggested by Dr Bunce, the relationship therapist I’m seeing twice a week with – and at the behest of – my wife, Ruth. The little shocks of the rubber against my skin are supposed to stop negative thoughts. It doesn’t work, of course – instead I have a new tic to accompany all the shit going on in my head.


‘I’d better be getting on,’ I say, declining to respond to Mr Leeson’s statement. The Cornish rain is already soaking through my thin London-bought anorak and my glasses have started to steam up. I’m only standing in this God-forsaken field because I didn’t know how to tell Mr Leeson that I didn’t want to see the mutilated sheep he found this morning – the third already this summer.


I’m here reporting for The Rambler, a magazine dedicated to all things Cornish and outdoors, and we’re supposed to be talking about the farmer’s preparations for Ashford Agricultural Show next month. I’m here to talk winning sheep, not dead ones with jellied eyes.


Mud sucks around my Converse as we walk across the flat, boggy field towards the farmyard. I shake Mr Leeson’s hard hand, say sorry again about the sheep, promise to be in touch about the story. As soon as I sit behind the wheel I wipe my glasses with my sleeve and reach for my phone to read Ben’s text.


Jon mate, long time no see. Thought you’d want to know. Police just removed a body from the Nichols place on Woodgreen Ave. Break-in gone wrong? Fucking nuts. The body looked too big to be the girl. Ben.


A robbery in the small town of Ashford is headline news, but a possible murder is beyond comprehension. I read the text again.


From anyone else the ‘too big to be the girl’ bit would sound monstrous but I know Ben just wants to reassure me it’s not Grace in the body bag and I’m grateful for that. But still, shit, does that mean it’s Meg? Ashford’s darling, the perfect mum, dead? Murdered in her own home?


I wonder where they’ve taken Grace. To a neighbour’s? The police station? I imagine her mute with shock, trembling in her wheelchair, clutching that stuffed rabbit like a much younger girl. I hope someone will know how to comfort her, that they’ll call the doctor, help calm her down. I can’t imagine the trauma will do her already weak heart any good.


Out of the grubby farmhouse window Mr Leeson is staring down at me and frowning. His lips move, presumably saying something to Mrs Leeson – perhaps he’s finally twigged, is telling her he remembers my face on the front of the Ashford Echo – before he walks away from the window.


I tap out a response to Ben’s text: Thanks for letting me know.


My car skids in the mud as I pull out of the farmyard. Hands firm against the wheel, I remind myself why I mustn’t go to Woodgreen Avenue. The police, the restraining order, the custody agreement. I snap the rubber band.


I glance at my watch. Ruth and I have a session with Dr Bunce in forty minutes. Ruth sent a text to remind me this morning. As I drive down the bumpy farm lane, I reason that the ten miles to Dr Bunce’s incense-scented treatment room on the other side of town should only take twenty-five minutes tops at this time of day. I snap harder. The skin on my wrist turns pink.


All I can think about is Ben’s text, about Meg and Grace. Could it have been a break-in gone wrong? Somehow I don’t think so. Human decency aside, what idiot would target the most beloved family in Ashford? But the idea that it was a personal attack is hardly easier to fathom. My thoughts drift to Simon, Grace’s dad. Mentally unstable and deemed a danger to others, Meg had kept him away from Grace for most of her life. I’ll bet all fingers are already pointed at him.


I remember the one and only time I spoke to Meg about Simon. I was interviewing her and Grace for the article that was about to ruin my life, though I didn’t know it then. They’d welcomed me warmly into their home, though underneath there was a disappointed, restless feel, like the aftermath of an argument. I had an unusual feeling of wanting to leave as soon as I arrived, but Meg and Grace smiled at me, told me they’d made cake and looked at each other like teenagers about to burst into giggles, then apologised, said they were nervous, excited. They sat next to each other, Grace’s small hand always reaching to hold her mum’s. They finished each other’s sentences. Grace spoke in a little girl’s voice despite being a teenager and Meg’s accent had the full, rolling vowels of someone who’d spent her life in the South-West. Meg showed me albums full of photos of Grace in different hospital beds, doctors and nurses posing at her side like playground buddies. It didn’t take long for me to realise that Meg didn’t understand why the Wishmakers had put us in touch – perhaps the Wishmakers didn’t understand the purpose of the article either – so it was up to me to explain.


‘What, out of interest, were you told the article was about?’


I directed the question at Meg. She had short, loosely curled brown hair and a full face, unremarkable-looking until she smiled. Then, it was like being given a bowl of something warm and delicious. Her brow creased as she tried to remember what she’d been told.


‘Maggie said you were writing about how families cope in times of difficulty. That you’d want to know about our challenges with Grace’s health.’ In a quieter voice she added, ‘Maybe a bit about Danny too.’


I shifted in my seat, uncomfortable under their expectant gaze. I chose my words carefully, suddenly aware of how fragile they both were.


‘In part, yes. I want to hear, if I may, about both those things. But the article is also about the new branch of Dads Without Borders in Plymouth. So, I do have some questions about Grace’s dad and what happened in your relationship with him.’


A frost seemed to pass across Meg’s face and her eyes became hard, unseeing. Grace turned anxiously from her mum to me then back again.


‘What do you want to know about Simon?’ Meg’s mouth pinched with the question.


‘Do the two of you ever speak?’ I knew from having interviewed Simon that they didn’t, but I wanted to hear her side of the story.


‘To the man who is responsible for my son’s death? To the man who used to be physically violent, who tried to kidnap my daughter? No. I don’t speak to him.’ There was a sob in her throat and her face reddened, while the colour seemed to drain from Grace’s already pale skin. Meg’s words built an invisible wall between us. Simon was clearly not a topic for discussion. Grace stared at me, and behind her glasses I saw her eyes had blurred with tears. Her hand searched across the table; she needed to be held by her mum. They found each other like magnets. I apologised, asked to see the photos of Grace in hospital again to calm Meg, to lighten the mood. Later, when Meg stood up to go to the toilet, she winced, rubbed her lower back. When she saw me looking she shook her head like it was nothing. ‘Old back injury,’ she said, ‘from a long time ago. He pushed me down the stairs.’ She put a hand on Grace’s shoulder in a way that meant she didn’t want to say anything more about it.


As soon as Meg was out of the door, Grace leant forward in her chair and asked in a whisper, ‘Have you seen him? Have you seen my dad?’


The memory comes back to me, clear as a day, and as I pull on to the main road a sign reminds me how close to Woodgreen Avenue I am right now – just five minutes away. I could drive by the house, see what’s going on. I won’t even get out of my car. No one will notice I’m there and no one need ever know I went. And I’d still be at Dr Bunce’s in plenty of time. So why not? Once I’ve been, my curiosity will be sated and I won’t need to go again.


Fuck it.


I turn off the main road.


The Summervale Estate is a maze of identical Spam-coloured houses built in the nineties, an uninspiring lump a couple of miles outside Ashford. Only a handful of locals actually live in the town now, most of them having sold up to rich families looking for a holiday home with sea views years ago. I don’t blame them. Many of the people here found themselves newly poor and unskilled after the collapse of the tin-mining industry in the nineties, so when the estate agents told them what their tiny fishing cottages were worth they were already packed and ready to move to new-build suburbia.


I creep slowly on the approach to the Nichols’s bungalow and set myself some rules. I won’t get out of the car. I won’t talk to anyone. I’m here only as a concerned Ashfordian, not as a reporter. I don’t know if restraining orders still apply if the protected person is dead, but I can’t afford any trouble.


I don’t remember the last time I was here, six months ago. I don’t remember because I’d drunk the best part of a bottle of Jack Daniels – and I’m not a drinker. I don’t remember banging on the door, screaming at Meg and ripping up the front garden that volunteers from the Wishmakers had planted. I don’t remember breaking their sitting-room windows with one of my dad’s old golf clubs and I don’t remember the police tackling me to the ground.


It’s stopped raining by the time I park outside number 50, close enough to see what’s happening but far enough away to hopefully avoid being recognised. The police have cordoned off the area outside Meg and Grace’s house. Two uniformed police officers stand stock still, hands clasped, outside the front door. The curtains are drawn in the big front window but the lights are on. One of the police officers is smiling slightly, delighted perhaps that something big, a drama like on telly, is at last happening here in Ashford. The pink bungalow looks just the same, though freshly painted, and I notice guiltily that they’ve replanted the garden. There’s a new-looking VW Caddy in the drive, a Wishmakers sticker in the window; it looks specially adapted for Grace’s wheelchair.


Although a few neighbours have crept out of their houses, everyone is quiet. This is the eye of the storm. Men shake their heads and put their arms around their wives; the women whisper to each other behind their hands and dab their eyes. Teenagers bite their nails and text. They all keep their eyes fixed on number 52, like if they stare hard enough they’ll be able to understand what happened here just a few hours ago. There are no news vans or reporters from the nationals here yet. They’re probably racing each other down from London right now, desperate to be the first to arrive. Like crazed fans on their way to a concert they’ll jostle for the best spot, for the scoop.


There’s a loud smack at the window and a damp-looking palm lands flat against the glass. It’s Ben, cradling his camera like a baby. He bends down to look through the passenger-side window, his Italian features folding into a wide, easy smile, before he opens the door.


‘All right, mate!’ We shake hands before he steps into my car, kicking away the empty cans and crisp packets that litter the floor. ‘Thought you’d come down. I was having bets with myself, wondering whether you’d stay away—’


‘Good to see you, Ben.’ The only way to get Ben to stop talking is to regularly interrupt him. ‘I’m just here out of concern, as a neighbour, not for work. Is it … is it Meg?’


Ben nods his head slowly, sorrowful for a moment. ‘It’s a fucking tragedy, mate. Something bad, and I mean bad, happened here. Remember my wife’s mate Remi, goes out with Sam over there?’ Ben nods his head towards the smiling police officer and keeps talking.


‘Sam told me that Meg’s skull was smashed in using an iron bedside lamp, in her own bed. Sounds totally fucking brutal. “Frenzied” is the word everyone’s using. Anyway, the neighbour found the body, and on top of that no one knows what’s happened to Grace. Mate, I know it sounds mad, but it’s looking like someone’s taken her.’


No, no, that can’t be right. Ben sees my frown, the confusion.


‘I know what you’re thinking. Of course, it was the dad – who the fuck else would kidnap a disabled seventeen-year-old kid, right? Sam said they’re already trying to track him down – last seen in Plymouth – but no luck yet—’


We both turn towards a movement in front of the house. A dark-haired young woman I recognise, wrapped in a grey blanket, is being ushered slowly out of number 52 by two female police officers. One of the officers is carrying a tote bag over her shoulder. The young woman is Cara Dorman from number 53, Meg and Grace’s next-door neighbour. Cara’s mum Susan, clad in bright red chinos and clutching Grace’s ginger cat, walks shakily behind them. They keep their heads down, respectful; stare at their feet. Ben clutches his camera – ‘Gotta go, mate’ – before scrambling out of the car and lifting his camera to his shoulder like a hunter with a rifle.


Everyone on the street turns to watch the sombre procession as they shuffle slowly past the Nichols’s car and on to the pavement. Ben’s camera pops. They’re walking right towards me and for a mad moment I think they’ve come to arrest me for breaking the restraining order, but the police officers and Susan keep their heads low, like sad, wilting flowers. Only Cara lifts her gaze. She glances at me where I’m parked across the road, her brown eyes wide, wild like they’d scream if they could, but she doesn’t recognise me, and then she looks away again as she is gently ushered up the brick path and through the door to number 53.


Once the door is shut behind them a tension settles coldly in my chest; it pulls and tugs, makes my hands grip the steering wheel. The pain’s familiar. It’s the same pain I felt when my son was diagnosed with leukaemia, that sat in my chest the whole time he was in hospital. Two years on and he’s in remission now, thank God. His hair has grown back blonder and he plays football four times a week. It’s Ruth and me who didn’t recover. Jakey’s illness put a strain on our relationship, but it was my badly judged article about Meg and Grace that marked the beginning of the end. A court case, a restraining order and a difficult separation later, here I am. Back again.


I close my eyes, rub them under my glasses to try to stop an image of Jakey, sick and in hospital, from coming into my mind. Instead I see Grace, remember her showing me the assortment of pills she had to take every day. Blue for her muscles, white for her stomach; she held out a pink pill for me to see.


‘This one, this is the most important, this keeps me alive. I have this one twice a day,’ she said in her singsong voice. ‘It keeps my heart from stopping.’


I watched as she swallowed the pill as easily as a drunk with vodka. God, where are those pink pills now? How long will it be before she starts to weaken without them? I imagine her heartbeats becoming soft, irregular, like a wind-up toy running out of energy. I rub my hand over my face because my eyes have filled and all I can see is the photo of Grace we used in the article. She had a new beanie hat covering her bald head, her smile so wide her eyes disappeared behind her huge glasses. And as I try to rub her image and the tears from my eyes, I hear her again – This one keeps my heart from stopping – and I know that Grace must be found quickly before she fades and fades and there is nothing left.


The sound of my phone ringing pulls me back from losing it completely. Ruth’s name flashes on the screen. I turn the keys in the ignition and as I pull away my tyres squeal, which makes a couple of police officers look up. I glance at my watch. Fuck, fuck, fuck. It’s 2.52 p.m. I have eight minutes to get to Dr Bunce’s before Ruth loses her shit. I answer, and press the speaker button on my phone.


‘Jon?’ Ruth’s beautiful, husky voice fills the car.


‘Oh hi, love,’ I say, not looking properly as I pull out of the estate, wiping my eyes.


‘You sound stressed. Why are you stressed?’


There’s never any lying to Ruth.


‘No, no, I’m just, um, the traffic’s just a bit tight.’


‘Well, where are you?’ I imagine her outside Dr Bunce’s in her own car, peering down the road perhaps, hopeful that I’m about to appear. She thinks the sessions will help us figure out how we co-parent Jakey, but I’m hopeful they’ll make her realise how good we are together and bring her back to me.


‘Just coming from an interview, sweetheart. I’ll be there in about fifteen minutes.’ The sat nav says twenty-eight minutes.


‘So you’re going to be late,’ she sighs, as though me letting her down is inevitable, like I am the cross she has to bear. My stomach tightens.


‘A few minutes late, and I’m sorry, but I am on my way. Why don’t you get started? I’ll be there before you know it.’


‘Because this is supposed to be couples’ counselling, Jon, and when one half of a couple can’t be bothered to turn up …’


‘I can be bothered, Ruth. I’m clearly bothered. I’m just a few minutes late because of work and I’m sorry. Look, the longer you talk to me the less time you have to tell Dr Bunce what a massive pain in the arse—’ but I know Ruth’s stopped listening because in the background she turns up the news on the radio. I catch a few words clearly: ‘body’, ‘Megan Nichols’ and ‘missing’.


‘Ruth? Ruth?’ I ask, but she’s not listening to me any more.


‘OK, see you soon, Jon,’ she says, distracted by the news story. She hangs up as I move into the fast lane.


I’m twenty minutes late by the time I pull up outside Dr Bunce’s Victorian terrace. My wrist smarts; I’ve been flicking the elastic band non-stop. I ring the doorbell and hear the shock of it reverberate throughout the house. Dr Bunce likes to move slowly, not because she’s old – she’s only in her mid-fifties – but as if she wants to convey that life is something to savour, a fine wine. Hurry the fuck up. By the time she’s opened the door and I’ve kicked off my shoes on her cool mosaic floor I’m at least three minutes later. I apologise, which she accepts with a gentle nod of her fine, grey-haired head. The therapy room is sparsely furnished and always smells freshly vacuumed. Ruth is sitting in one of two armchairs opposite Dr Bunce’s larger chair, a box of tissues in front of her. Her wavy blond bob curls behind her ears; the dimple in her chin is visible, which means she’s trying hard to stop her chin from wobbling. She pulls the sleeves of her red jumper over her hands as I bend to kiss her cheek, as I say, ‘Sorry, sorry I’m late.’


I sit in the chair next to Ruth, my heart still in fluttery panic in my chest, not yet tuned in to the stillness of the room after the speeding and swearing of the last twenty-eight minutes. Ruth glances at me, her eyelashes dewy, before she turns back to Dr Bunce, who sits opposite us, her fingers raised in a steeple, her head angled slightly to the side like a thoughtful hen.


‘Ruth, are you happy for me to share what we were talking about before Jon arrived?’


Ruth nods. There’s a tissue scrunched into a ball in her hand. Dr Bunce turns to me.


‘Jon, Ruth was explaining how she feels you’re not committed to these meetings and, by extension, no longer committed to making your marriage work.’ Dr Bunce speaks like she moves, slowly and clearly. My words sound loud and boisterous in comparison as I twist in my chair towards Ruth.


‘No, come on, please. This is the first time I’ve been—’


Ruth’s forehead knots and her green eyes darken as she interrupts. ‘It’s the second time you’ve been late, and I know you lied about where you were earlier.’


‘I didn’t lie.’


‘You said you were working, at an interview.’


‘I was … I …’ I feel heat flush my cheeks.


‘I heard about what happened to poor Megan Nichols on the radio. You went to their house, didn’t you?’


‘Ruth …’ I glance at Dr Bunce but she’s no help. She’s looking at me, after the truth as well.


‘I knew, I just knew you wouldn’t be able to stay away.’


I snap the band on my wrist. Dr Bunce sees, arches an eyebrow. Out of the corner of my eye I see Ruth glance at Dr Bunce for support before turning back to me. I don’t look at Ruth as I try to explain to her as calmly as I can:


‘Megan Nichols has been murdered, her disabled daughter kidnapped.’


‘Exactly. That’s why you of all people should show some humility, some decency. And if that’s too much like empathy, then at least show some respect for the restraining order. What if the police had seen you?’


‘I only went out of concern, Ruth, nothing more. I won’t go again.’ I’m surprised to hear that my voice has grown into a shout. Ruth’s eyes widen. I’ve overreacted. I force a calm I don’t feel into my tone. ‘Look, maybe I shouldn’t have gone, but I knew them both a little and I interviewed Simon. You know I always thought he was treated unfairly. I can see the same thing is going to happen—’


‘Jon, listen to yourself!’ The tendons in Ruth’s throat swell as she shouts. Jakey once told me ‘that means Mummy’s really cross’. ‘The woman’s son drowned when he was four, her daughter’s severely disabled, and the father of her kids pushed her down a flight of stairs when she was pregnant and then tried to kidnap their daughter, and you’re protecting him? Jesus!’ Ruth sits back in her chair as though exhausted by my stupidity, looking at Dr Bunce like they’re a team. The therapist strokes the air with her hands, as though it’s the air and not us that needs calming. But I don’t see her, not really. Instead I see Grace again, smiling, holding out that pink pill. Dr Bunce asks something about what me visiting Woodgreen Avenue means in terms of our relationship.


‘It means Jon cares more about trying to save his professional reputation than saving his family,’ Ruth says, matter-of-fact and keeping her eyes on Dr Bunce, a child telling a teacher about another’s naughty behaviour. I’m shaking my head before she’s even stopped talking.


‘That’s bullshit, complete bullshit.’


‘OK, can you tell us what it means for you, Jon?’ Dr Bunce’s steady gaze settles on me like a blanket.


‘It means I’ve got shit time-keeping skills.’


After the last couple of sessions, Ruth invited me back to New Barn Cottage, the home we converted just outside Ashford. We had picked Jakey up, had a family meal together, then, after I put Jakey to bed, Ruth and I stayed up, drinking wine. Last week we kissed and it felt like the first time, only better; the love came back in a flood. But today the tendons in Ruth’s throat are still twitching as we leave Dr Bunce’s in silence. Once in her car, she snaps her seatbelt around her and I have to tap on her window before she winds it down, and it’s only then I see she’s crying again.


‘Oh God, Ruth, look, I’m sorry. It was a stupid thing to do. I should have come here straight away, but don’t make it into something bigger than it is. We were doing so well.’


Her eyes dim as the tears pool, and she says, ‘I was starting to think these sessions were about more than just Jakey. I was starting to think they could help save our marriage. But if you’re late and don’t take them seriously then I don’t think we’ve got anything left to talk about.’


I watch as Ruth drives away. She’s right, of course, she usually is. I need to stay away from Summervale and the whole case. Now is a time to focus on rebuilding my family and my career. It’s not a time to be digging around for an angle about a murder and kidnap; there’ll be plenty of reporters doing that already. Though those other reporters won’t have met all three of the people involved …


All three of them.


Did I just think that? Assumptions are so contagious and so slippery. It’s easy to assume Simon is involved in all this. I sit in my car and snap the band on my wrist to try to stop thinking about Meg, Grace and Simon when I should be thinking about Ruth and Jakey. My bones feel heavy as I turn the key in the ignition, but I don’t start to drive, not yet. I don’t want to go back to the flat I refuse to think of as home, but I have nowhere else to go. I still need to write the article about the summer fair; it’s due tomorrow. If I focus, I’ll get it done in a couple of hours. Then what? I wish I had a friend, someone I could meet for a pint and a chat, but I left all my real friends behind in London. I scroll through my phone, try to find a name, someone I can call who lives near Ashford who isn’t better friends with Ruth than me. Becks and Clare went to school with her so they’re both a no, and Laurence, who lives round the corner from my flat, was her first boyfriend, so he’s a definite no. Besides, since the article and the tsunami of vitriol against me, I know none of them would relish being seen with me in public. Which just leaves Dave.


I feel a new kind of loneliness, staring at Dave’s number and realising it’s come to this: Dave is my only chance of seeing a friendly face tonight. Dave is a middle-aged policeman I met by chance after a row with Ruth and an angry stomp to the pub. I’ve only ever contacted him when I wanted the inside story on something for an article, but I’m desperate, and Dave’s been through an acrimonious separation so he might understand. Before I can change my mind, I text him: Pints tonight, mate? And as I drive slowly away I feel worse than I have in weeks, lonely and very much on my own. Ruth said the meetings with Dr Bunce would help, but she was wrong this time. Therapy really is complete bollocks.
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Cara


‘You know you can cry if you want to,’ Jane, the family liaison officer, tells me as she places a third cup of tea in front of me, the other two poured stone cold and untouched down the sink. She scoops away the ragged tissues Mum’s left littered on the coffee table. I get the impression Jane likes to be in perpetual motion, like she doesn’t want her thoughts to settle. On the sofa next to me, Mum squeezes my hand. Our skin feels damp where we touch. She’s been gripping on to me for over an hour now.


‘Car’s not much of a crier, are you, love?’ Mum wipes my fringe out of my eyes with her fingertips. Her face is blotched, swollen, her eyes even bluer than normal with all the crying, mascara streaming down her face in dirty rivers.


‘She’s like her dad. He never cried. Doesn’t matter though. I cry enough for the both of us, don’t I, love?’ She kisses my forehead and I let her hold me; I know she needs to feel me close. She becomes still, stares into space as though she could stare herself out of the room, back to yesterday when her friend was still alive. Her lungs heave a couple of times and I know she’s about to start again.


‘Who … who could do such a horrible thing to such a good person?’ she asks no one in particular. ‘I can’t, I can’t …’ but her voice turns to a wail, her tears crash, wash away whatever it was she was about to say. I press my ear against her chest and listen to her heart, imagine little pieces of it breaking away with each racking sob. Jane stands, watches us for a second before her radio crackles and she hurries to answer it in the kitchen. As soon as we got home from my recorded interview at the police station Jane drew the sitting-room curtains so we couldn’t see the journalists and the photographers outside, but we can hear them. Tense voices, the odd cough, and every now and then a laugh; a reminder that this is just another Monday for them.


In the kitchen, Jane speaks into her radio. ‘OK, I’ll let them know. Over.’ My neck feels stiff. Mum’s arms relax around me, so I take my chance and sit up.


‘DCI Upton and DC Brown are just finishing up next door. They’ll then come over here to ask a few more questions, if that’s OK?’ Jane looks at us.


Mum squeezes my hand one last time before letting it go.


‘Cara told them everything already at the station …’


‘It shouldn’t take long. They want to speak to both of you this time, more general questions about Megan and Grace.’


Jane and Mum keep their eyes fixed on me. They’ve been like that for hours, like they expect me to do something at any moment and don’t want to miss it. I nod, unsure whether I’ll be able to find my voice.


‘If it gets too much at any point or you need to take a break, you just let us know, OK, Cara?’ There’s a thin line of coral lipstick around the outside of Mum’s lips. I nod at her, but I know she wants to hear me say it.


‘OK, yeah.’ The words are sore in my throat and I stand, unsteadily, as Jane and Mum stare, wide-eyed.


‘Toilet,’ I tell them. There’s one just off the kitchen, but I decide to walk to the bathroom at the end of the hall instead. It’ll give me a bit more time alone, free from their staring eyes that make my skin prickle. Our bungalow has the same layout as number 52. Before I can stop myself, I glance at Mum’s bedroom door, the twin of Meg’s. Drip, drip. My mouth tastes like rust, like blood. I see Meg’s dead eyes, open but unseeing. I lean against the cool corridor wall to steady myself, turn away from Mum’s door. I breathe deep and slow, wait for my heart to settle, and let my eyes slide across the walls. They’re bursting with life and memories – Mum’s a sentimental hoarder. I spot an excruciating poem I wrote about autumn when I was ten.




Red leaves dance to the ground,


Soft and without a sound …





It’s framed next to a photo of Granny and Granddad grinning in deckchairs on Ashford beach. There are countless photos of me, all the way from blubbery baby to unsmiling teen. A couple of cheap watercolours Mum’s had for ever and a few framed posters. I’ve never understood why Mum bothers putting stuff up. No one ever sees it apart from her, which kind of defeats the point. But now I take comfort in these simple things. They’re like a stitch binding the world before I found Meg’s body with the world now, just a few hours later – the safe ‘before’ and the terrifying ‘after’.


My eyes stop suddenly. Next to an embarrassing KEEP CALM AND CARRY ON poster is a framed photo of me and Grace. I haven’t looked at it, really looked at the photo in months, maybe years. The photo was taken at Grace’s thirteenth birthday party. The huge helium ‘13’ I gave her is attached to the back of her chair, next to me, where I’m leaning low so our heads are level for the camera. Grace is wearing a bright blue wig; a birthday badge on her chest says TEENAGER! We’re both grinning, but behind her glasses Grace’s eyes are fixed towards the camera while mine are cast sideways, towards Grace, like I’m checking she’s having a good time. Those were still the days when Meg would let me take Grace to the beach. We’d come home with red, wind-burned cheeks, sticky from ice cream, big smiles on our faces and a feeling that everything was OK because we had each other. Grace loved the beach but she hated the water, never wanted to go near it. I asked her why she was so frightened once and she whispered ‘Danny’ and I knew not to ask any more. It can’t have been soon after that photo was taken that I met Chris and let my whole world shrink to fit him. Chris teased me for being friends with a disabled kid five years younger than me. At the same time Grace’s fits got worse, and then it was too dangerous for me to take her out on my own. I started to see less of Grace, and when I did see her, often during one of her frequent hospital stays, she’d be hooked up to cruel-looking machines and an unspoken question in her eyes – Where have you been? – made me feel hollow with guilt, which only made me turn away from her more.


The doorbell rings and I hear Jane call ‘I’ll get it!’, like we’re at her house. I quietly lock myself into the bathroom before she steps into the hallway and sees me.


I’ve already met the two police officers. They took my statement and DNA swabs a couple of hours ago at Ashford police station, while I left Mum wailing into Jane’s arms. DCI Upton has a strong face; she looks like the type who runs marathons for fun. DC Brown looks almost withered next to her. A skinny man so covered in freckles they’ve even reached his lips and the insides of his ears, he follows Upton like an apologetic shadow.


I know I’ll need to face Upton sooner or later, so I head to the kitchen. Jane swiftly clears Mum’s magazines and unopened mail from the table and the four of us sit.


‘Thanks for seeing us again, both of you. I’m sure you’re exhausted so hopefully this won’t take too long.’ Upton keeps her eyes on me as she talks.


Next to me, Mum runs her long nails through her rust-coloured hair and rests her elbows on the table, leaning in towards Upton and Brown, not crying any more. She’s reapplied her mascara and coral lipstick.


‘Oh anything, anything we can do to help. Isn’t that right, Car? Have you got search parties out yet?’


Upton nods. ‘We’re doing everything we possibly can to find her but the next few hours, as I’m sure you’re aware, are critical. The more information we have, the better our chances of finding her. Can you think of anyone who would want to hurt the Nicholses?’


Mum’s eyes start welling up again and she chokes out a name in a strangled sob.


‘Simon. It has to be him. He’s crazy, unhinged, he …’ she sniffs and shakes her head violently, steeling herself. ‘He’s done it before, hasn’t he? Kidnapped Grace? And he was violent before that too. Pushed Meg down the stairs when she was eight months pregnant. That’s why she went into labour early. Meg told me once that the doctors think that’s why Grace had so many troubles.’ She whispers ‘troubles’ like it’s a dirty word.


Brown scribbles in a skinny pad. Upton keeps her eyes fixed on Mum and nods.


‘Yes, we’ve got a record. Ms Nichols called the police on a number of occasions reporting threatening behaviour from her ex-husband. We’ve been told Simon had been calling the house, apparently trying to contact Grace.’


Mum nods, looking from Upton’s eyes to Brown’s notepad. ‘Honestly, she changed her number so many times but somehow he always managed to track it down.’


‘Was she scared of him, do you think?’


Mum nods so hard I think she’s about to come off her chair. ‘Of course she was. Mostly scared for Grace, of course. Stress really isn’t good for her heart or her epilepsy. I’ll never forget, soon after they came down from Plymouth and moved in next door, the girls were playing in Cara’s room and Meg sat right where you are now and told me about Simon. It was the first time I’d heard about Danny, her little boy, how Simon was supposed to be looking after him but he was pissed, didn’t keep a close enough eye on him as he played in the sea, a couple of hours north of here, over at Port Raynor beach. His tiny body washed up two days later.’ Mum starts crying again. I stroke her shoulder; Jane offers another tissue. Upton shifts in her seat like she doesn’t have time for tears as she asks:


‘And their relationship came to an end soon after their son’s death?’


‘I told you at the station already,’ Mum says, dabbing the tissue under her eyes, checking for mascara. ‘I wouldn’t call it a relationship. Simon was the abuser and Meg was the victim.’ Mum squeezes the tissue in her hand before adding, ‘Look, shouldn’t you lot be out there trying to find Grace instead of asking us the same questions again and again?’


Upton holds up her hand in apology and says, ‘I know this is distressing, Susan, but I’m just trying to get the facts straight. I can assure you there are already highly trained search teams working around the clock to find Grace. Now, can you tell me a bit more about what happened after Danny’s death?’


Mum sniffs, dabs her nose with the tissue before she starts talking again.


‘Simon started drinking more after Danny died and Meg kept on trying to leave him but he begged her to take him back, wouldn’t leave her alone. It took some time, but Meg finally found the courage to leave him once and for all, for Grace’s sake more than anything, and the two of them came here for a fresh start when Grace was seven. Honestly, I remember thinking it was the saddest story I’d ever heard. I couldn’t believe one woman could go through so much and now … and now this has happened I …’ Mum covers her eyes with a tissue, forgetting about her make-up. Her shoulders shake. Jane puts a glass of water in front of her.


‘Please take your time, Susan,’ Upton says. ‘I know how hard this must be.’ She turns to me.


‘You were close to Grace, is that right?’


‘Oh, the two of them were like sisters,’ Mum says wetly, fanning her hand in front of her eyes to try to stop more tears. Upton looks at me but Mum keeps talking. ‘It was so sweet: when Grace was about nine and Cara fourteen, they’d play dress up and Cara would push Grace all the way to the beach. They tied balloons to Grace’s chair. Remember, Car? How you used to tie balloons to her chair?’


I nod, feeling all the eyes in the room on me. Grace had just seen the Pixar film Up and thought if she got enough balloons she’d sail away. She saved up her pocket money for months. I didn’t have the heart to tell her it would never work. Besides, it was adorable how much she believed in magic.


‘But you saw less of her in more recent years, is that right? When you were living in Plymouth?’


I nod. I’d moved to Plymouth to live with Chris after I dropped out of school at seventeen, cocky and sure I could handle life. I worked in a pub and then got a job as a receptionist in a small local estate agency. I pretended I was happy wishing away the weeks, drinking away the weekends with Chris and his mates. It was when Chris started talking about babies that the panic set in. I felt trapped, knew I had to get out. I had to at least try to do something with my life. So just over a year ago I moved back in with Mum, signed up at college to take my A-levels and got a job at the Ship.


‘I didn’t see Grace so much when I was living in Plymouth. I was there for a few years.’ My voice is small and I feel Mum swell with words next to me.


‘Well, yes, partly because Car was in the city, but also they started doing all those tests on Grace’s heart because of the arrhythmia, and then of course her seizures became more severe and she couldn’t swallow so she became very weak. With all of that, Cara couldn’t take her out any more in case something happened. It wouldn’t have been fair on Cara to be put in that position.’


It was just a month ago, a sunny day in May, the last time I went over to see Grace. I was busy studying for my exams and she begged me to take her to the beach. She wanted to go, just the two of us, but I’d heard how bad her seizures were now, how her eyes rolled and her lungs refused to behave like lungs, how she’d spasm so hard she once fell out of her chair, smashing her front tooth on the pavement. Her epilepsy was harder to manage because of her muscular dystrophy. The seizures would strike without warning, at any time. Meg said she’d come to the beach with us, but Grace wheeled herself back to her room, mumbling ‘Don’t bother’ over her shoulder. When I told Mum later, she reminded me Grace was still a teenager, prone to stroppiness like anyone else, despite being sick.


‘So you grew up seeing Grace’s health struggles?’ Upton is looking at me, but Mum answers yet again.


‘Oh, Cara was brilliant with Grace when she was little, she’d even help Meg with her medication, remember, Car? That was when you said you were going to be a doctor.’


I don’t remember that, but I do remember a few years ago, the summer before Grace’s thirteenth birthday, waiting, nervous, in the hall while Meg went into Grace’s room to see if she was awake. Grace had just had a huge seizure and Meg said she was still groggy. It was August, the sun blistered, I was in flip-flops and had my swimming costume on under my shorts, ready to re-join Chris and his mates for flirting and cheap booze on the beach. The coconut oil I’d slathered all over my skin curdled in the humid air of number 52; I wanted to get out of there, but then I heard Grace crying so I pushed the door open a couple of inches. Meg was sitting on Grace’s bed, her back to the door. The curtains were drawn, summer and all its energy pulsed just behind the thin orange fabric like a heart. An ice-cream van chimed outside, jarring with Grace’s warm room, tangy with sweat and vomit. Meg turned briefly, a small, sad smile on her lips as she tilted her arms so Grace and I could see each other. Grace’s eyes were open, they flicked towards me briefly, but her body looked floppy in Meg’s arms, wasted and strangely without form, like all her bones had crumbled away. I realised she wasn’t crying, her face was dry, but she let out a whimper, raw and desperate. I felt embarrassed, she sounded so animal. It felt impossible she could be wasting away in this stifling room when half an hour earlier my legs had been wrapped around Chris’s torso in the sea, his stubble grazing my face. Grace’s pain felt so abstract, I couldn’t comprehend it and, being there in her room, I realised my life would be easier if I didn’t try. Meg, sensing my alarm, stroked Grace’s damp hair off her forehead, rocked her broken daughter gently in her arms and spoke softly.
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