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Prologue


New Year’s Eve 2021


The mothers are in the cellar of the pub when it happens.


Eight minutes until the new year, and the two friends are arguing. Standing between the barrels with their hands moving in the air. The one in the faded band T-shirt speaks quickly, shaking her head, thrusting back her curly hair as it falls into her face. The tall one in the green velvet dress presses her temples as if she’s in pain. When her friend gives up pushing back her hair, she tucks it behind her ears for her, with an angry, impatient intimacy.


The first thud reverberates over their heads. Louder than the rumble of pub noise; loud enough to make them pause and glance towards the closed cellar door. That’s all it is, at first, just a pause. The woman in green frowns and touches the silver locket at her throat, her skin flushed from collarbone to chin.


When there’s nothing more, they turn back to each other. Both talking at once, drawing closer together – skin still flushed, curls falling free again. Then a far bigger crash, an eruption of shouts, and they stop dead.


For a moment, they’re still. Eyes locking. Chests moving up and down. Their argument is freeze-framed and dust particles hang in the air.


Then the cellar door flies open.


Alice! Chrissy! You need to come! You need to come now!


Instantly, they are running. Their sons’ names are being shouted at them. Talk of an argument, an ambulance …


What? What is it? the mothers yell over each other. One trips on the stairs and the other pulls her upright. Are they hurt? What’s happened?


In the dim chaos of the pub, a crowd blocks their way. They push into the gaps, clutching each other’s hands, the crowd splitting wide open as people see them coming through. A hush falls. Heads turning, palms held over mouths. Spatters of red on the floor amid the trampled crumbs and spillages of the night.


The two women come to a halt in the space that has formed around them. One son is on the floor. The other stands over him. Somebody is sobbing in the crowd, saying they can’t watch, they don’t understand.


Is he breathing?


It all happened so fast.


The mothers each scream a different name as they break hands and run forward.


My darling boy …


Tell me you didn’t …


What has he done?


Outside, the church bells start to ring in the new year and a blue flashing light streaks through the dark.





Chapter One


Thursday 7th December 2023


Chrissy


Chrissy clutches her phone and stares towards the tall metal gates. Where is he? What’s taking so long? The whole place feels deserted and it strikes her that she’s never been here in the morning before. The sky is winter-white above the coils of barbed wire and the car park is only half-full.


She thinks of all the times she has waited in cars for him in the past. Picking him up from football matches, friends’ houses, gigs in nearby towns. She used to crank her stereo up loud as she waited, Leo looking half-embarrassed and half-proud when he appeared. She was the only mum who listened to Nirvana live albums and Sabbath B-sides. The only one who owned a pub and sang guest vocals in her son’s band.


Now she sits in silence, her stomach in shreds, waiting for him to come out of prison.


He really should’ve appeared by now.


Flicking on the radio, she whizzes through the stations in search of something he’ll like. But all the songs seem fraught with pointed lyrics or painful memories, so she hits the ‘off’ button and the silence returns. Maybe it’s better, so they can talk on the way home. Leo has been subdued during her recent visits. She’d thought he’d be buoyed by the prospect of early parole, as it began to look more likely, but instead he seemed to withdraw, seemed to flinch at her tentative excitement. Now she realises: he must’ve been terrified – must be terrified. She flings open her car door, unable to sit any longer.


Her curls blow across her face as she paces towards the prison. She can hardly believe he’ll come walking out this time, that she’ll be able to take him home with her. The wrench of those fortnightly goodbyes. And the rush of guilt, always close behind, that Alice never got to say one to Robbie.


How will it be, though, once Leo is back with her in the village? Will they be ostracised even further? Will the whispers grow louder?


Will the notes continue to arrive?


Just shy of the gates, fresh panic stops her dead. She was so sure it was the right thing to do, bringing her boy home, refusing to be driven away. But now her heart pounds in every part of her … Is she making a terrible mistake?


‘Shit,’ she hisses, looking back at her phone as if it will tell her what to do.


All she has is a solitary email, but her head jerks back when she sees who it’s from.


Alice, who never speaks to her anymore. Alice, who blocked her number a week after Robbie’s death, when Chrissy said the stupid thing, the careless thing, and ruined their friendship forever.


Her stomach turns to liquid as she opens it and sees the words, ‘Dear Christina’. Only her husband ever called her that. And Alice knows this all too well.


Dear Christina,


I am writing to inform you that your son, Leo Dean, is strictly prohibited from entering Cromley’s pub [previously The Raven] once it has reopened.


Violence will not be tolerated under the new ownership. Strong action will be taken if he attempts to enter the premises.


Although we cannot impose any restrictions beyond this, we also ask, on behalf of the village, that you consider the effect of your continued residency here.


Sincerely, Alice Lowe and the Pub Committee


Chrissy exhales shakily, then reads it again, staggered by the formal wording, the sting of that final sentence.


It was manslaughter, she thinks, her eyes blurring with tears. Involuntary manslaughter. He pleaded guilty. Haven’t we been punished enough?


If a parole board can decide Leo is no threat to his community, why can’t people who’ve known him all his life try to do the same? People who saw the two boys grow up to be as inseparable as their mums. People who couldn’t be certain, when questioned, whether it was a push or a punch that caused poor Robbie to fall.


And Leo has no plans to go bursting back into the pub. He looked stunned when Chrissy finally told him, only a couple of visits ago, that it was going to reopen. He knew she’d had to put it on the market, of course, after hanging on to the shell of it for longer than she could afford. But she’d put off admitting that half the village had joined together to ‘reclaim’ the place.


‘About … twenty of them put money in, I think,’ she finally explained three weeks ago, squirming in her plastic chair. ‘With a smaller committee doing most of the actual decision-making. Fixing it up …’ she remembers pausing at the implication that it needed fixing, needed exorcising, ‘and … reopening it.’


Leo sat forward. ‘Why the fuck didn’t you tell me, Mum?’


‘I don’t know …’


‘Who owns it, now, exactly?’


‘Well …’ She muttered a few names, including Georgie, 
the newcomer Leo has never even met; then she came, eventually, to the point: ‘It’s being led by … Alice.’


He stared at her across the table. They’d stopped mentioning Alice and Robbie’s names some time ago, without really acknowledging that they had. ‘Alice?’


Footsteps pull her back to the present. She looks up keenly, shoving the phone and its shitty email into her pocket. But it’s an older man with a straggly silver beard, walking with a slight limp. Chrissy looks back at the prison. What if there’s been a problem? A complication … a delay to Leo’s release? She knows it happens, but it never occurred to her, foolishly, that it might happen to them. Maybe she should go in and check. Leo asked her to wait here, though, said he wanted her to see him walk out.


That’s it, she can’t stand it anymore. She tosses back her hair and strides towards the prison entrance. Reaching the external reception booth, she peers through the holes in the glass screen, at the uninterested man poring over crosswords that she has never, in two years, seen him finish.


‘My son – my son’s being released today,’ she says. ‘It should’ve happened already. Do you know if there’s been a … a problem?’


He shunts the crossword aside. ‘Name?’


‘My son’s?’ she says, then feels stupid. She tries to speak clearly as she tells him Leo’s name, but her tongue sticks and she fluffs her lines.


The man types something into his computer, narrows his eyes, then turns his back to pick up a phone. After a minute or so he swings around to face her, putting down the phone in the same motion.


‘My colleagues inside the building are checking.’


He returns to his crossword and Chrissy is left standing there, craving a cigarette, churning her keys in her pocket. There are some visitors arriving, now. A woman with three children in tow and a baby bawling in her arms. Must be a special visit, extended family time; she remembers hearing about those. She has a precarious sense of wading against the current even though she’s standing still. Preparing to leave with her loved one – please don’t tell me otherwise – instead of going inside for regulated hugs and muted conversation. The longer she waits, though, the more her thoughts spiral. What if Leo’s ill? What if he did something stupid, got in trouble just before his release? What if they’re having second thoughts about him living in the village, even after all those discussions?


The phone in the booth rings. The guard picks it up without glancing at her, and she presses her face to the holes in the screen. He is nodding, frowning, not giving much away. She hears him mumble something like, thought so, before he drops the receiver and looks up.


‘Leo Dean was released an hour ago.’


Chrissy stares at him. ‘What?’


‘All paperwork was completed. He was free to go. And …’ he gestures towards the main gates ‘… he went.’


‘But …’ She feels her whole face start to twitch. ‘How did he … did anyone collect him?’


He shrugs. ‘Sorry. Not our job to check that. Once the paperwork’s—’


‘I was almost here! Why didn’t he wait? Where did he go?’


Something changes in the man’s expression. ‘Hopefully to the agreed address, or to his probation officer,’ he says, peering over his glasses. ‘As per the terms of his release.’


Chrissy’s stomach lurches. She steps back, clamping her mouth shut.


The guard continues to frown at her. ‘I don’t know what to tell you, Ms Dean. He’s gone. If he knows what’s good for him, he’ll report to his PO asap.’


‘Yes …’ Chrissy backs off, fumbling for her phone. ‘He will, of course he will.’


Alice’s email is still on the screen, an extra taunt. Chrissy closes it and brings up Leo’s number, walking briskly away from the guard. She hasn’t dialled her son’s mobile in two years. Their last message exchange is too painful to dwell on and she stabs at the call icon. It goes straight to voicemail, as if his phone is still locked in a box, and she realises, with a mental slap, that of course it wouldn’t be charged.


Even so, she pleads with his voicemail. ‘Where are you, Leo? Are you okay? I’m here at the prison. I don’t know what’s happened. We agreed you’d wait if you got out early. And we’ve … I’ve …’ Her voice catches, and she can’t even finish her sentence: I’ve been waiting for so long.


Hanging up, she looks desperately around. Could he have made his own way back to the village, or to his PO? But there aren’t any buses; a taxi would cost too much. And why would he, when she’d promised she would meet him, cook him anything he wanted for dinner?


She drums out a text: Leo, please let me know you’re okay xx


No blue ticks appear. It doesn’t even flag up as delivered. As she turns on the spot, still hoping to glimpse him, one of the arriving visitors catches her gaze. Another woman with a brood of children, her weary eyes flicking to Chrissy’s band T-shirt – Leo’s in fact – beneath her battered leather jacket. Chrissy turns away, no longer feeling in a superior position. That woman knows where her loved one is, at least. For the first time in twenty-two months, Chrissy has no idea.





Chapter Two


Thursday 7th December 2023


Alice


There is somebody in Alice’s house.


She sits bolt upright in bed, listening to them moving around downstairs. All night she has dreamed of Leo’s face at her windows, his silhouette in her doorway, and now it’s the morning of his release and there is someone in her house.


She grabs her phone from the bedside table. Where is Beech? Why isn’t he barking wildly at the intruder? She stretches out a foot and feels his warm, sleeping bulk at the end of her bed. He springs up at her touch, sticking close to her side as she edges to the door of her room.


Alice’s heart is thundering. She gets her brother’s number ready on her phone. She should call the police, really, but she still thinks of him as the police. Inching onto the landing, she listens hard. A deep, male voice is speaking very softly. Beech’s ears prick and then he is gone, bounding down the stairs, Alice’s thumb hitting the ‘call’ icon in panic.


User busy. Fear spreads all the way through her. She takes dark comfort in imagining Beech pouncing on Leo, somehow knowing he’s no longer a friend, tearing at his clothes, baring his teeth …


Then something clicks in her brain. The voice. Beech’s lack of frantic barking, even now. She creeps to the top of the stairs and her legs almost fold. It’s her brother. It’s Peter. She leans on the banister, swearing under her breath, then walks unsteadily downstairs.


Through the half-open kitchen door, she sees him on his mobile, pacing back and forth, Beech dithering inquisitively around him.


‘Okay,’ he is saying, quiet and serious. ‘Okay. Just … keep me posted.’


‘Peter?’


He swings around, hanging up the phone. ‘Al! Did I wake you?’


‘I thought someone had broken in!’


‘Shit. Sorry.’ He flushes a little. ‘I slept on the sofa after you went up last night. You seemed so upset, I thought I’d make sure you were okay.’


Alice thinks back to their long evening in her living room, staring at the TV with an awful sense of waiting. She glances at the clock above her cooker: 8.50 a.m. Has it happened? Is Leo free?


‘Who were you talking to?’ she asks.


‘Uh …’ He slips the phone into his pocket. ‘Just an old colleague. Wanted my advice on a case.’


Alice raises an eyebrow. ‘They do know you’re retired?’


He half-smiles. ‘Sometimes, I’m not sure they do.’


She sinks into a chair, clapping a palm to her chest. ‘I thought it was him.’ Adrenaline drains from her body, leaving her hollow and light-headed. ‘God. I thought it was him.’


Peter comes up behind her and touches her shoulders. ‘I’m really sorry.’


She shakes her head, fighting tears.


‘I’ll make tea,’ he says, and she nods, because what else is there to do?


They drink their tea in silence, Alice looking pointlessly at the clock, Peter glancing often at his phone. Then he stands up abruptly. ‘I’ve gotta go, Al.’


‘Have you?’ She’s been longing to be alone, but now she feels another flutter of panic.


‘I’ve … got some things to do. But I’ll come back later.’


There’s no point arguing or questioning. Peter’s movements are mysterious at the best of times, but when he’s upset, he can’t seem to stay in one place for long.


‘Don’t forget you’ve got a session with Nadia this morning,’ he says, gesturing at the Dogs Trust calendar hanging on the wall. ‘Think it would be good for you to go?’


Alice sighs, picturing Nadia’s room full of biscuit-coloured cushions and boxes of luxury tissues. Therapy is the last thing she feels like. All her attempts to move forward, to deal with her grief … none of it has stopped this day from happening.


‘Maybe call in at Ellen’s afterwards for a coffee?’ he continues. ‘She mentioned you’d be welcome …’


He’s trying to keep her busy. Annoyance flares but it doesn’t last long; it never does with Peter. She glances at the photo pinned to her fridge – him and Robbie pulling stupid faces, never able to just ‘smile nicely, please!’ – and she knows that none of the anger writhing under her skin is for her brother.


He hugs her tightly, pausing as if he wants to say more. She sees all her fear and anger mirrored back at her, though his face is almost completely still.


After he’s gone, Alice grips the edges of her kitchen table, wanting to scream. Beech pads over and nudges his snout against her arm, so she wraps her arms around his neck and buries her face in his fur instead.


Lifting her head, she sees her phone lit up on the table in front of her. She picks it up in the anxious, almost suspicious way she checks all her messages these days. It’s a text from Marianne. Her name on the screen, once so familiar, now feels like a curveball from the past.


Of course I’ll come, she says. Thank you for inviting me.


Alice frowns in confusion, then scrolls upwards and remembers. Robbie’s memorial. It’s the day after tomorrow. A flush of shame comes over her as she realises Leo’s release has pushed it out of her head.


The link says RSVP to someone called Georgie. Is that right? Marianne adds. Who is she?


And then: Has Peter said how he feels about me being there?


Alice puts down the phone without replying. She has little idea what happened between Peter and Marianne. It wasn’t just Alice who crumbled after Robbie’s death: within months of that horrific New Year’s Eve, her brother retired abruptly from the police and then announced that he and Marianne were separating. Have you ever thought maybe YOU should see someone? Alice has challenged him more than once, when he’s been nagging her to keep up with her therapy. We’re not talking about me, is always his full-stop of a reply.


Alice doesn’t know what to tell Marianne about Georgie, either. She was touched when she first suggested the memorial, if a little surprised it had come from her, the only person in the village who never knew Robbie. Then when she offered to organise the entire thing, insisting Alice would have nothing to do except be there, she breathed out and thought, yes, let’s do that, let’s make this Christmas about Robbie, not Leo. Now, though, it feels impossible. What if … her whole body clenches … what if Leo turns up? Will she need a bouncer at her son’s memorial service? It’s a ridiculous image, but this is everything she’s feared: Leo stamping on Robbie’s memory with every step he takes through the village.


The thought drives her into her study. She barely uses it anymore, since the university let her hide away on an indefinite sabbatical, but she sits at her desk and opens her laptop. The draft email to Chrissy waits in her outbox. Alice knows she should run it past the pub committee, but her blood is pumping now, her skin prickling as if Leo is breathing down her neck.


Impulsively, she adds a final sentence.


Although we cannot impose any restrictions beyond this, we also ask, on behalf of the village, that you consider the effect of your continued residency here.


She hits ‘send’, then presses her hands against her face. It isn’t enough. Nothing is enough.


Alice takes Beech for a walk in Cromley Woods, trying to expel her tension with long, brisk strides over the frozen ground. Her route home takes her across the village square, past the giant Christmas tree. All her senses are heightened, looking and listening out for Chrissy or Leo. She stalls when she notices lights glowing from inside the pub. Somehow, she didn’t expect Jack to be working on the renovations today, or any of the committee to be there.


She hesitates, then walks over to peer through the front windows. The place looks empty, despite the light bouncing off the dark wooden bar top, casting shadows on the freshly painted walls. She tries the door but it’s locked, and she hasn’t brought the right set of keys. A memory flies at her – Robbie on the floor, Leo standing over him – and she leaps back with an intake of breath. She told herself not to come here today. Calling to Beech, she turns and flees towards home.


Back in her study, she steels herself and checks her email. She isn’t expecting a reply from Chrissy, but she itches for something, a reaction, a sign that she’s been heard. There is nothing. Her hands flex in frustration and she clicks on her web browser instead. When an open tab fills the screen, she rears back, sending the desk chair skidding.


Leo’s face.


Mouth open, gums showing, singing into a mic as if he means to inhale it.


Alice claps a hand over her own mouth, her pulse soaring.


Why is his Facebook page open on her laptop? Had she left it that way? She’s googled his name plenty of times in the last two years – wasn’t she about to do just that? – but she doesn’t remember looking at his Facebook recently; there didn’t seem much point while he was locked up. Tentatively, she draws her chair forward. Perhaps Peter used her laptop. Maybe he had the same idea as her: if they can’t follow Leo’s every movement, at least they can try to keep tabs on him digitally.


There are no posts since 2021. Alice scrolls through his page, but the old photos are like flashes of hurt. Leo and Chrissy in feathered raven costumes at the pub’s annual Hallowe’en Spookfest. Leo and Robbie at their joint twenty-
first birthday party, cutting a guitar-shaped cake with a huge knife as if they were getting married. All four of them, Alice too, crammed into a selfie captioned ‘Cromley Mums ‘n’ Sons’. The pain twists behind her ribcage and she’s about to turn away when something catches her eye.


What’s on your mind, Leo?


The phrase sends a shudder through her. Then another, even stronger, as she realises what it means: the page is inviting her to post as Leo. She is not just viewing his Facebook account. She is logged into it.


She pulls back her hands in alarm. How has this happened? She doesn’t know what to do, whether to close it down, to comb every inch of it. At arm’s length, she checks again and she’s definitely right. She can see it all, even his private messages. There might be things about Robbie in there, conversations between them, insights into that night. But she doesn’t dare look too closely, afraid this is some kind of trick.


Instead, she calls Peter. The phone rings out and she hangs up, forced to stare back at the screen. When he doesn’t pick up on her second or third try, she jumps to her feet.


Her brother will be able to explain this, she tells herself as she hurries out to her car. Driving away, she can’t shake the image of Leo’s face on her screen. Can’t shake the idea of him in her house – just as she feared he was this morning – casually logging into Facebook while she walked in the woods nearby.





Chapter Three


Thursday 7th December 2023


Chrissy


Almost as soon as she gets back from the prison, Chrissy sees it.


She has spent the car journey on the phone to her sister, Tess, who has promised to call her mum – Chrissy cannot face it – and any other relatives Leo might, for whatever reason, have reached out to. Chrissy slams the car door and stands in front of her cottage, dreading walking inside to all the hopeful things she put in place for this moment. The bright blue DAB radio she positioned in the kitchen, aerial up and waiting, imagining them listening to Planet Rock together while steaks sizzled in the pan. The tabasco sauce she bought because he always had it with everything, and the pint glasses she lined up on the shelf – scratched from their pub days – because he said he’d been craving Coke Zero in a tall glass with loads of ice.


She feels like a new mum who’s had to leave her baby in the hospital. As she drags herself up the drive, a flap of white paper catches her eye. It’s taped to the frozen lid of her black wheelie bin. Not today, surely, not now. Heat builds in her cheeks as she stamps across the gravel towards it. The words are written in the usual red marker pen, but as she rips it off the bin like a giant plaster, she sees that this message has a different pronoun.


Keep him away from our village.


Chrissy lets out a cry of anger, kicking the bottom of the bin and then spinning around as if to confront the long-gone culprit. This is a sick joke to come home to. A sick premonition, or worse.


She marches into her cottage, blind now to all the welcome-
home paraphernalia. She goes to the drawer where all the other notes are kept, yanks it open and holds this one alongside them.


She’d gotten used to them, while they were just aimed at her. They had become a blur of unimaginative threats – nobody wants you here; have you no shame? – and she could convince herself they didn’t matter, could lump them in with the whispers in shops and the judgemental looks.


Except for the very first one, of course. The one she keeps folded up, out of sight – the anomaly in black. Her eye flits towards it in the shadows of the drawer, then she snaps her attention back to the latest addition, knowing she can’t hide or ignore it. If they’re starting on Leo, it’s different. Someone wished him gone and, inexplicably, he is.


She thinks of the email from Alice; the guard’s expression changing from indifference to suspicion; the text with no blue ticks, as if it had gone into a void. And this note waiting for her, perhaps, all that time. Dropping it into the drawer, she fumbles in her jacket pocket for her mobile.


And then she deflates. Realisation hits her stomach like a rock. She can’t call the police. Leo has broken the very first condition of his parole by not being at this address. How can she risk sending him back to jail when he might just be taking some time to get his head together?


Please, please, let that be all it is.


As if in reply, her home phone starts to ring. Chrissy stands paralysed, fearing it’s Probation Services, checking that Leo’s here. He’s gone out for a run, she could say. He’s taking a hot bath; wouldn’t you if you’d just got out of prison? She could make a thing of it, appeal to their human instincts. How long can she stall them, though, while she figures out where he’s really gone?


Her voice is thick when she finally answers: ‘Hello?’


There is silence on the other end.


‘Hello?’ she says again. ‘Can you hear me? Who’s there?’


She thinks she hears soft breathing down the line, but her own is so loud, her heartbeat thunderous. ‘Hello? Hello?’


A click, and the line goes dead. Chrissy hits the redial button, but a cheerfully robotic voice tells her the number was withheld. She stands next to the phone for a few more moments. The silence presses down, seeming unnatural, unkind, because this is the first day she isn’t supposed to be here alone.





Chapter Four


Thursday 7th December 2023


Georgie


‘So, when are you coming back?’


Georgie sighs into her phone as she pushes through her front door. ‘We’ve been through this, Lo!’


‘And you never answer.’


‘Because I don’t know.’ In her narrow hall, she eases off her knee-length boots. There is a small hole in her sock and she twists it round out of sight, even though there’s only her here. ‘Perhaps never, if things … work out.’


‘What things? The tombola at the village fete? The morris dancing championships?’


‘Very funny, Lo.’ Georgie wanders into her kitchen and flicks on the kettle. She’s glad her sister can’t see the poky dimensions and twee décor of this cottage. She pictures Lola in her own kitchen in South London, its polished marble island the size of this whole room.


‘Seriously, George—’


‘I like it here, okay! And I’m doing great things with the local pub.’


‘You were doing great things in London. Proper things.’


‘People here need me. My marketing experience …’ She catches sight of her reflection in the mirror as she heads into the living room with her coffee. There is extra colour in her powdered cheeks, and she knows it’s not the country air.


‘But it was just all so sudden! And I miss you, Gee! Can’t I come and visit?’


‘When I’m settled,’ Georgie says too quickly.


‘How are you not settled by now?’


‘There’s been a lot going on.’ She pauses, reflecting that this is an understatement, then continues in her breeziest voice: ‘I’m getting a spare room sorted – with facilities you’ll find acceptable – and then I promise, Lo, I promise you can come.’


‘Or we could top-and-tail like old times.’


Georgie allows herself a smile. ‘Can’t say I recall ever actually doing that.’


‘No, neither do I, come to think of it. You’d take up too much room. Beanpole.’


‘You’re not so tiny yourself …’ Georgie almost blurts out something about Alice, who is even taller than her, but she bites her tongue. The fewer details she gives her sister about the people here, the better. Unease stirs and she hurries the conversation to a close. ‘Anyway, I’ll let you go …’


‘Sure, sure … You’ve probably got cow pat to clean off your front step or something.’


‘Get over it, Lo. I live in the country now.’


‘But why?’


‘Hanging up!’ She almost does so in a huff, but blows a conciliatory air-kiss down the phone at the last minute.


Her sister’s ‘why?’ echoes long after the call is done. Georgie closes her eyes and Alice comes back into her mind. Always so tightly coiled, so brittle and wary. Different from how Georgie imagined her, before she came here, yet not so hard to reconcile with what she’d been told. Will Leo’s release unravel her? Unravel everything? Will Georgie be able to grab at the fraying threads as it does?


A shiver darts through her and she strides over to make the fire in her wood burner. She’s become pretty skilled, by now, at arranging the newspaper and kindling, getting the logs to catch. There’s something therapeutic about building the framework, about watching the flames spark and spread.


Sitting back down, she tucks a blanket over her knees in a way that would make Lola snort with laughter and check it for a Burberry label. The days are lonely here, she has to admit. At least in London she could bury her demons inside liquid lunches and work. She picks up her phone and checks the RSVPs to Robbie’s memorial. People are confused that she’s organising it, she can tell, and her own doubts keep swimming to the surface. But it’ll be a chance to draw the whole village together, to be in the thick of things, inside yet outside. A chance she might not get again. She notes down a few new attendees and then strays over to Instagram, scrolling through her city friends’ posts. Cocktails and client dinners; perfect families and new holiday homes. When she sees a photo of her old team celebrating ‘targets smashed!’ in her favourite sushi restaurant, she switches over to the Instagram page she set up for Cromley’s pub.


It’s a brand-new era, raves her latest post. We hope you’ll love our FRESH new look! Georgie always tries to make the takeover seem like a cleansing, in the eyes of the village, even though she knows that, in Alice’s vision, it’s more like an annihilation.


She’s no idiot. No clueless London lightweight like some people in Cromley clearly think. She knows Alice isn’t trying to ‘give the village back its heart’, as the official line goes, but to break Chrissy’s heart in the only way she knows how. Tearing down the Raven sign with its beady-eyed bird; erasing every trace of Chrissy or Leo or the time before.


But is there more to it, even, than that? And if Georgie can see through Alice, can Alice see straight through her?


Draining her coffee, she tabs over to Facebook, where all the pub’s social media used to sit. Where she can lose herself for hours, some nights, poring over the old photos, the years of history. She homes in on the few pictures that remain from the night of the tragedy. New Year’s Eve 2021. Alice in a green velvet dress, her black hair pinned, her lipstick dark. An intensity to her expression whenever she’s caught by a camera unawares. Chrissy red-faced as she works to serve her punters, with a pucker of anxiety in her brow, as if some shadow of foreboding was already creeping in.


The two boys, Leo and Robbie, are glimpsed mostly in the background. Sometimes helping behind the bar; other times sitting together, strumming guitars, or mingling separately in the crowd. There is one photo Georgie always lingers over. They’re standing at the dartboard, Robbie poised to aim, Leo watching him with a brooding expression that sends waves of complicated feeling through her every time. She zooms in on his dark eyes, the clench of his jaw, his features switching between familiar and strange.


Does he have the answers she has failed, so far, to find? Now that he’s free, could he help unlock the next part of her plan; could he tell her – would he tell her – what she came here, to Cromley, to understand?





Chapter Five


Thursday 7th December 2023


Alice


Driving to Peter’s house on the other side of the village, Alice thinks of Nadia waiting in her clinic room and feels a pang of guilt. The old Alice wouldn’t have dreamed of missing an appointment or standing anybody up. She wouldn’t have dreamed of leaving the house like this, with unwashed hair, no make-up, clothes she hasn’t even checked in the mirror.


The old Alice wouldn’t be gripping the steering wheel this hard, either. Letting her speed creep up and up.


She still has her eye out for Leo, imagining him emerging from buildings, lurking down lanes, leaping out in front of her car. Would she slam her foot down? Watch him fly across her bonnet?


It isn’t as if she’s never thought about it.


So why, when confronted with his private Facebook account, had she balked and run? She wants to yell at herself now, swing the car around, but she’s on the fast road running parallel to the village and there’s nowhere to U-turn. And what is she expecting to find among his messages and posts? He killed Robbie and that’s the end of it. A punch or a push, it doesn’t matter. A reason or not. Admitting there might be something to discover would make her as bad as Chrissy.


Alice often thinks back on that moment, in her kitchen, a week after the last New Year’s Eve she would ever celebrate. She and Chrissy sitting numbly at the table, still hoping to be woken from their nightmare. Leo in custody. Robbie’s belongings everywhere she looked. She wonders whether things might’ve been salvageable – maybe, just maybe – if the excruciating silence had simply remained. But Chrissy looked up from her undrunk tea and asked Alice if she knew what Robbie had said to Leo.


What he said? Alice was confused at first. Her thoughts were so slow at that time. Even lifting her head was an effort.


He must’ve … In Alice’s memory, Chrissy looks defensive, almost defiant. She’d seen that look in her eyes before. There must’ve been something …


What she can’t remember is whether Chrissy actually used the word ‘provoked’. She drives herself mad, some days, trying to recall her phrasing. But she knows it was implied. Knows Chrissy was trying to share out the blame, twisting the knife in her wound.


Get out. Get out of my house.


The tea spilling everywhere as she stood up and knocked the table with her shaking legs.


It was the last time they’d properly spoken. Even the pub sale, over a year later, went through solicitors and third parties as if they were strangers. Alice never saw Chrissy’s face as the lease passed to her. Chrissy never got to ask her why on earth she wanted it.


Now Alice is shaking as hard as that day in her kitchen. There’s no tea to spill but her car weaves in the middle of the icy road. She wrangles it under control and something snags at the edge of her sight. A familiar figure standing by the side of the road, half-camouflaged against a dark hedge.


She hits the brake, skidding to a stop. Peter’s collar is caught skew-whiff inside his jacket, his left bootlace trailing, hat lolling out of one pocket. And he is swaying. Almost imperceptibly, but Alice can tell; she knows the signs. ‘Shit,’ she hisses under her breath, unsnapping her seat belt. Perhaps she should’ve been more worried when he didn’t answer his phone. But it’s been so long since this last happened.


‘Peter!’ she calls, thrusting open her car door.


He turns, staggering. His eyes are bloodshot and unfocused. She hurries closer and smells the confirmation on his breath, sees regret tugging down the corners of his mouth.


‘Oh, God,’ she says. ‘Have you been drinking since you left mine?’


His only answer is a long sigh. Alice takes his arm and helps him into her car. Fastening his seat belt, she notices a bright red scratch across the back of his hand, a smear of rusty-brown dirt on his jacket. She used to look for clues to what he’d got up to on these days and nights. But at some point she stopped agonising. He would tell her once he’d sobered up, then go to a meeting, everything reverting to normal. But will this time be different? When the trigger, the obvious trigger, is living a stone’s throw away?


She drives around the top of the village and down the track towards his house. Peter moans softly as they bump over the cattle bridge, lifting a hand to his temple. Alice lets them inside and flicks on the lights. There is a whiff of stale food. In the living room she sees a bowl of congealed noodles, several empty beer bottles rolling on their sides, a couple of greasy chip wrappers. Peter collapses onto the sofa and she starts gathering up the mess. The kitchen is worse: crusty dishes in the sink and the smell of old onions wafting from the overflowing bin. How had she not realised he was living like this? He comes over to hers all the time, checking on her, but it’s a while since she’s been here.


Racked with guilt, she fills the sink with ballooning suds and brings him some water. She inspects the graze on his hand, dipping her fingers into the glass of water to clean away some dirt.


He flinches, but lets her keep washing it. ‘Sorry, sis,’ he slurs, and she draws a blanket over him.


It isn’t the right time to ask him about Leo’s Facebook, but the question gnaws at her.


‘Pete,’ she says, leaning in close as he verges on sleep. ‘Did you use my laptop last night, or this morning?’


He squints at her groggily. ‘Uh? Maybe. Can’t remember.’


‘Did you … Were you on Leo’s Facebook? In it, in fact? The weirdest thing …’


He opens his glazed eyes more widely, looking up at her. ‘What?’


Then he waves a hand in front of his face and his eyes droop closed.


The message comes through the next morning. A buzz pierces Alice’s dreams and she wakes in a muddle on Peter’s other sofa, pale light streaming through the windows. Peter is still sleeping. She grabs her phone, opening a WhatsApp from Georgie.


Did you hear? Leo isn’t back. He was nowhere to be seen, apparently, when Chrissy went to pick him up from prison. He’s basically vanished.


Alice stares at the message, white noise building in her ears.


What do you mean, va— she types, but another message drops into the top of her screen.


There’s something else as well, Georgie says. Can you meet me at the pub? It’s something you really need to see.


Alice’s breath comes shallow and quick. She felt Leo’s presence, yesterday, from the moment she woke. Felt his nearness like a charge in the air. How can he have vanished?


She looks over at Peter, anxiety shifting and re-forming inside her.


I can be there in five minutes, she replies to Georgie, then stands up and slips out of the room.





Chapter Six


Friday 8th December 2023


Chrissy


Chrissy stirs as she spots the bleached-blonde hair and red furry jacket she’s been looking out for. She hates that she has had to return here, to the grey building and the cage-like gates, but the sight of Izzy lifts her.


She always used to admire how glamorously Izzy dressed to come here, as if her visits to her husband were fortnightly dates. She reminds Chrissy a little of her younger self, when her dress sense was more outlandish – though more punky than glam – and she used to dye her curls the same Debbie Harry shade. She was just a barmaid at the Raven, then, her life a blur of fun and friendship and saving up her tips for nights out with Alice. Ethan just a casual boyfriend, a teacher at the village school, older than her and not really suitable …


She shakes her head, banishing him. Now is not the time.


‘Izzy!’ she calls, as the other woman struts towards the visitors’ entrance in her platforms.


Izzy turns, and Chrissy is disproportionally moved to see her face light up in a wide, lipsticky smile.
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