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For Mum and Dad










Prologue


It feels intimate – wrong – to be in her bedroom when she’s not home. The duvet is rucked up to expose the wrinkled corner of a sheet. The pretend-gold bracelet I bought her sits coiled at the back of her nightstand, no longer inseparable from her wrist. It looks cheap in this light, childish and flimsy, and my skin prickles with shame.


I turn on the spot, eyes roaming over photos and furniture that seem newly alien, knowing yet not knowing what I’m looking for. This room feels like a foreign country now. Out of bounds. I remember when there were no borders between her space and mine.


Isn’t that how it’s supposed to be, with children and parents?


Guilt stirs as I slide open the bedside drawer to see a black hairbrush, a packet of paracetamol, an out-of-date magazine. Turning to the wardrobe, I glide my fingers over the dresses and pretty skirts she never wears any more. I nose the soft fabrics, her scent trapped in them, like a memory.


Just as I’m about to retreat, my gaze falls on something at the bottom of the wardrobe. A wad of light blue fabric scrunched into the shadows of the back corner. I reach down to pick it up, but as it unfurls, shock makes me fling it away. It hits the mirror and drops to the floor, and I see it again: a dark lake of red encrusted on the front of a T-shirt.


I stand dazed. Heart thumping, I spread out the top on the carpet and stare at the dried blood, trailing my fingertips across the stain.


And that’s the moment when I know I’ll have to do something. The moment, really, that sets it all in motion.










Part One
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Emma


If it hadn’t been for a disruptive hamster and three nights of insomnia, Emma might not have found herself crouched in her under-stairs cupboard that night. She might not have heard the fear-pinched voice from overhead.


What had possessed her to buy the hamster in the first place? Rodents were for eight-year-olds who begged their parents for a pet, not broke, blue-haired women in their thirties. Had she really thought this ice-white creature with ink-spot eyes would offer comfort? During the day he submerged himself inside a nest of shredded paper, but when Emma went to bed he burst into life, rumbling on his wheel, flooding her small flat with relentless noise.


It felt like the soundtrack to her thoughts. Trundling around and around. Last night she’d shifted the cage into the living room, but back in bed she’d still been haunted by the cycling. She’d moved it into the kitchen. Still audible. So Gilbert’s new home was this gloomy cupboard under the stairs, among dog-eared design books and unsold vintage hats.


It was 6 p.m. now – almost breakfast time for her nocturnal tyrant. Emma’s flat had begun the various clicks and hums it always made as it warmed up and settled in for the night. It felt cold for mid-March, winter still clinging on, so she’d drawn her curtains and pulled on her pyjamas extra early, even by her recent standards. She was tipping sunflower seeds into Gilbert’s bowl when a voice made her freeze. It was so clear and close that it seemed to be in the cupboard with her, as if Gilbert was acting as ventriloquist.


‘Where are you?’ it said.


Emma straightened where she knelt, bumping the sloped ceiling. She knew the well-spoken voice – knew it better, actually, than she knew its owner. It was her upstairs neighbour, Steph Harlow. She and her family owned the top two floors of the converted Georgian house, while Emma rented the little ground-floor space, squished in next to their shared hallway. There was a basement flat underneath, too, owned by a married couple, Chris and Vicky, but it had a separate entrance and Emma didn’t hear or see much of them. She was often acutely aware of the buzz of life from above, though: the Harlows’ footsteps and the flush of their toilet; the vibrant pitch of raised voices in the morning – FREYA, time to go, love!; MUM, where have you tidied literally all of my belongings to? And now Steph’s voice felt right on top of her, as if there was no partition between them. Maybe there was something about the way sound parachuted down the staircase between their two flats, into this cubbyhole.


‘Why’s your phone off?’ Steph said. ‘I’m getting worried, Freya. Call me as soon as you get this.’


Emma’s heart kicked in sympathy, recognising the gut twist of not being able to contact someone. She pictured Steph with her phone clamped to her ear, head dipped so her highlighted hair fell across her face, other hand absentmindedly smoothing her dove-grey suit. For that was how Emma would sometimes come across her in the hallway of their building, absorbed in checking her post or reading a text. Steph would spring out of her trance as soon as she noticed she wasn’t alone, finding a warm smile and a compliment for Emma’s latest combination of experimental hair/handmade earrings/pimped-up second-hand shoes. Something like I could never pull that off!


Emma would babble in response: You don’t need to! You’ve got the classic-elegance thing down to a T!


And it was enviably true. Steph didn’t need a fanfare of accessories to make a statement: her height, cheekbones and general aura did the job without fuss. But Steph would dismiss any attempt to compliment her in return, then whisk off to work or back up to her family before the conversation could progress. Emma would be left with the drift of her perfume in the empty hall, and a lingering curiosity about the woman she’d shared a front door with for nearly ten months. She didn’t know what Steph did for a living, but assumed she was successful; didn’t know how old she was, but guessed at early forties, and wondered whether forty was the point at which you stopped doing ridiculous things, like buying anti-social hamsters or generally making a mess of your life.


Steph had fallen quiet now. A drumming vibrated the dusty air, and Emma imagined her neighbour’s hundred-quid heel tapping the floor above. She reached up as if to feel the beat in the low ceiling, jerked away at Steph’s returning voice: ‘Paul, pick up! Have you heard from Frey?’


Now it was Paul Harlow’s image that filled her mind. Tall and athletic, maybe mid-fifties, his sandy hair a touch darker than his wife’s creamy highlights and his daughter’s white-blonde ponytail. Most mornings he rocketed past Emma when they were both out jogging by the Thames, his bulky headphones like a vice around his serious, determined face. He’d nod a brief greeting as he lapped her coming back the other way, and Emma would draw herself upright, trying not to look as exhausted as she felt.


Then there was Freya. The teenage daughter who apparently hadn’t come home at her usual time, who’d upset the family routine that played out upstairs each evening. When Emma glimpsed Freya it was usually in full flight: running on deer-like legs for the bus, or sometimes racing her dad along the river path, overtaking Emma with matching ease. The girl oozed energy with her swinging, sun-catching ponytail, her Fred Perry rucksack bouncing on her shoulders. Emma had come to recognise her gait up or down their stairs: she’d take them in leaps or descend at a gallop, one of her parents trailing behind with a fond shout, ‘Don’t worry, Freya, I can manage all the stuff . . .’


Emma had to admit she’d taken to peeking out of the window when she heard the Harlows leaving or arriving. Had started noticing the various combinations in which they went out or came home: Freya-Paul, Steph-Freya, Paul-Steph, all three together. With or without Waitrose bags, or takeaway cartons (Friday treat), or fresh bread that would infuse the building with its smell.


Clearly, Emma didn’t have enough to occupy her. Her once-busy days yawned empty and the Harlows’ seemed endlessly, beguilingly full.


Was that why her pulse was soaring now? Why she was listening for Steph’s next words, experiencing her neighbour’s anxiety as a charge in the air? With a rustle of paper, Gilbert’s pink nose emerged from his nest, as though he’d woken and sensed it too. Emma wondered whether she should run upstairs and offer to help. Her cheeks burned as she imagined explaining that she’d been crouched in a cupboard eavesdropping on Steph’s phone calls.


She hunched into her dressing-gown. There was nothing but receding footsteps now, and a soft thud, as if Steph had walked to the other end of the flat and closed a door.
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Steph


The smell of Heathrow’s first-class lounge always clung to Steph after a long shift. Some days it was the lingering perfume of a traveller, who’d been polite and interesting, or the sweet vanilla scent of expensive sun lotion. On more stressful days it was the trace of her sweat inside her suit, or the champagne breath of an arrogant customer, who’d stood too close. Today the lounge had been packed with impatient VIPs, and Steph, as manager, had felt obliged to take responsibility for them. Her professional smile had creaked as she’d delivered single malts and dark espressos alongside updates on their flights. On the way home there’d been traffic, traffic, traffic, her make-up had seemed to slide off her face in one melting mask, and her headache had exploded across her skull.


And now Freya wasn’t home.


Steph was sure she hadn’t said anything about seeing mates after sixth form, and it wasn’t the right night for volleyball or running club. She knew Freya’s schedule as well as her own and she’d begged her always to stay in touch about what she was doing. It was a deal they’d recently struck: Steph would (in theory) stop being quite so over-protective, as long as Freya promised at least to text if she was staying out. She was seventeen. A bundle of leggy energy and hormones. No longer the little girl who would seek out her parents’ faces in the crowd at all her sports matches, then snuggle between them on the sofa afterwards, drinking Steph’s ‘secret recipe’ hot chocolate with a spoon. These days, Steph had to remind herself to let her daughter breathe, let her live.


So was she overreacting now? Was it so unusual for Freya’s phone to be off? Steph checked the clock again – 6.20 p.m.: almost two hours beyond her normal home time. She couldn’t stop leaving messages, anxiety strangling her attempts to sound breezy: Drop me a text, Frey . . . She inhaled slowly and cradled the breath in her lungs. At work when she needed to regain her calm, she’d stand at the giant window and watch a plane taking off, rising into the sky, her frustration somehow lifting with it. And she’d anchor herself to the floor below her feet.


She went to the tall sash windows of their living room, scanning for peaceful sights. The sun dissolving to pink on the suburban horizon. Silhouetted roofs of terraced houses, doorways flooding with light as people came home. For a moment she was comforted by her familiar slice of Kingston upon Thames, hovering between winter and spring. But as she leaned to see down the road, eager to spot Freya pacing along with a disgruntled bus-didn’t-show-and-my-phone-died look about her, Steph’s stomach clenched. The wind picked up, rattling the street’s two rows of trees, which in a few weeks would sing with colour but now looked skeletal and stripped.


Paul wasn’t answering his phone either. His gym nights had recently crept from three a week to four, helping him unwind after being cooped up in the office. He was like Freya in that way, like a kid who needed to be tired out, batteries exhausted, before they’d settle. Though Steph wasn’t as sporty as her husband and daughter, she understood Paul’s hatred of being manacled to a desk. She was always on the move at work, trying to give the impression of gliding serenely about when actually she was whirling between wine deliveries, staff shortages and catering-related crises.


Now she made a deal with herself and her pounding heart. She would change out of her work clothes, pour herself a drink, chop the veg, and if she still hadn’t heard anything she’d start calling round Freya’s friends.


That wind was rattling the window frames now. Howling in the roof above Freya’s attic conversion, or ‘penthouse suite’, as they jokingly called it. Steph hurried to close all their curtains, briefly comforted by the soft, weighty fabric dropping across darkening glass. In the kitchen, the steaks she’d taken out of the freezer that morning were seeping watery blood onto the breakfast bar. The oven clock flashed 18:50. Steph swallowed some wine, seized asparagus and a green pepper from the fridge. Then she cheated on her deal. Threw down the vegetables but didn’t chop. Reached for her phone and started dialling instead.


Jess was the obvious first choice, though talking to Freya’s best friend could be hard work. She was so different from Freya, so much flightier, and Steph and Jess always seemed at cross-purposes when they tried to chat. Steph prepared to cut to the chase as she dialled her home number. Jess’s dad answered with a bark of their surname: ‘McKENZIE!’ He seemed disappointed that Steph wasn’t a legal client he’d been waiting to hear from, and passed on the phone with a warning to his daughter not to keep the line engaged for long.


The conversation progressed in echoes from there, Jess repeating the last two words of each of Steph’s sentences with added upwards inflection.


‘Not home?’


‘No answer?’


‘Phone off?’


Steph eventually ascertained that Jess hadn’t been in any lessons with Freya that day, so hadn’t seen her since morning registration. They only had one A-level subject in common, business, on a Monday and Wednesday. Today – Thursday – Freya had psychology and PE.


Jess checked Snapchat. Freya hadn’t been online since posting at 9.17 a.m.: Not sure which to be more thrilled about . . . surprise test or explosion of bright green protein shake in my bag!


‘She’s had her location turned off all day,’ Jess said, as if Steph knew anything about how Snapchat worked.


‘Really?’ Steph jumped on this. ‘What does that mean?’


‘Oh, we all tend to keep it off, these days. I can let you know if she comes online?’


‘Yes, yes, please do!’ Steph ended the call, rushing on to the next. None of Freya’s friends had heard from her, nobody whose number Steph knew anyway. No one remembered seeing her leave school, but her volleyball teammate Zadie said she often dashed for the 3.45 bus so she didn’t have to cram onto the more crowded 4.05.


Where would Freya have gone without any of her friends? A brief Back at 8 message would satisfy Steph now; she wouldn’t get upset if there were no kisses on the end. Steph still signed off texts to her daughter with Love you or LU, but Freya’s reciprocation had dwindled lately. She was growing up, and it was hard in lots of little ways that Steph had never anticipated.


She called Freya’s school next, praying someone would still be there and cursing herself for not trying earlier. A security guard made sympathetic noises to Steph’s garbled explanation, then managed to intercept an administrator just leaving for the night. After some pleading from Steph, she went back into the office and checked their register system, confirming that Freya had been in all her normal lessons. Steph thanked her far too profusely, but once she’d hung up she didn’t know whether or not to feel reassured. She stared at her prized Family Calendar & Organiser (which Freya loved to make fun of), as though something illuminating might’ve replaced what she knew was there: Freya driving lesson (lunch), and Paul gym. Freya had scrawled a doodle of a Mini Cooper underneath: another unsubtle hint about the car she coveted. Steph had started drawing them, too, in the corners of the bank notes she gave Freya for her driving lessons: her way of telling her daughter that maybe, if she was lucky, they’d buy her one for her eighteenth.


Perhaps her driving instructor could shed some light. Maybe Freya would’ve mentioned something to him about going somewhere after school. And Chris lived two floors below, in the basement flat. Steph remembered when he and his wife had moved in, just over a year ago, she’d welcomed them with some half-joking comments about how handy it would be having a driving instructor in the building when Freya started to learn. When Freya had turned seventeen, Steph and Paul had felt obliged to send business Chris’s way. And, actually, he’d built up a decent reputation by then, teaching several of the neighbourhood kids to drive.


There had been some tension lately, though. Steph cringed as she thought about the last proper conversation she’d had with Chris. At the prospect of asking him now for his help, her old shyness threatened to sneak back in, the tendency towards social avoidance she’d spent years training herself out of. She gulped her wine, squared her shoulders. A touch of awkwardness was nothing if it might help her track down Freya.


Pulling on the nearest coat, which turned out to be Paul’s heavy wax jacket, she locked her flat and flew down the stairs. In the hallway she paused with Emma’s door on her right, and the exterior door straight ahead, hit by another pang of nerves. The limestone floor made the hall permanently chilly. Steph rested her foot on the slab that had been wobbly for years, soothed by its familiar tilt, then shook herself and left the house.


The street smelt of evening meals being prepared behind dozens of glowing, shrouded windows. Steph swung through the iron gate that led down to Chris and Vicky’s separate entrance. Servants’ entrance, she remembered Chris quipping awkwardly when they’d first met, as he’d dragged a mattress down the narrow stone steps. It seemed extra dark down there now, the night pooling in the small, weed-riddled space in front of the basement door. There was a whiff of blocked drains, which would raise eyebrows among their more street-proud neighbours.


Steph rang the spluttery bell. Faint music leaked out as she waited – Pink Floyd maybe. She was about to press again when the door opened and Chris stood there in jeans and a grey hoody. He was slightly younger than Steph, with short dark hair, attractive eyes, and almost always a light spray of stubble on his face. On the occasions she saw him clean-shaven, she would puzzle over what was different. Now his hair and skin glistened slightly, as if damp.


He stood a pace or two back, as though braced for another reprimand. The memory of their last conversation bristled between them.


It must have been about a month ago. They’d seen each other on the street one morning, both de-icing their cars after a frosty February night. Steph hadn’t intended to confront him but something had been niggling at her. She’d had a restless night, and her fingers were cold, her mood unusually grey.


Freya seems to have had an awful lot of lessons, she’d found herself saying, her voice sharpened by the chill in the air. She’d tried to lighten her tone as she’d added, Feels like I’ve been handing cash over to her for months and months! Tell me she’s ready to take her test.


Chris had paused as he’d cleared ice from the logo on his navy car. His breath had clouded in front of him but no words had followed. He’d seemed to look meaningfully at Steph’s BMW, emerging from beneath its own layer of white.


Eventually he’d said, She’s getting there.


Steph had been able to hear his gritted teeth, grinding away any light-heartedness.


From what I can see she’s pretty competent, she’d said. I hope you’re not spinning things out.


Chris’s expression had tightened and Steph had regretted being so blunt. She’d been thinking for weeks that maybe Chris was taking advantage of them, charging for unnecessary lessons, and Paul had agreed with her, in his own semi-distracted way. But once she’d blurted it out she’d begun to doubt herself.


That’s not the way I do business, Chris had said, with more anger than Steph had expected. He’d always seemed a mild-mannered guy, always greeted her with the same quiet smile. Why was she creating this awkwardness? Why hadn’t she just let it slide?


Something had stopped her backtracking, though. They’d stayed locked in the moment, the frost on her windscreen crackling softly as it thawed. Then Chris had got into his car – and had he slammed the door, or had the noise just been amplified by the freezing silence of the street?


She tried her best to smile at him now. To push aside the disagreement. ‘Sorry to bother you, Chris. You saw Freya today, didn’t you?’


‘At lunchtime. Was there . . . a problem with the lesson?’


She flushed. ‘No, no. I just wondered if she’d said anything about her plans for this evening. She . . .’ her throat narrowed ‘. . . she hasn’t got home yet.’


‘Oh.’ He passed a hand over his cropped hair. ‘No, she didn’t say anything.’


‘And she seemed okay? She went back to school afterwards?’


‘She seemed fine. Yeah, I dropped her off there.’


Steph paused. She felt she should ask more questions but her thoughts were a tangle. ‘Thanks,’ she said. ‘Sorry, I’m letting all the heat out of your flat . . .’


As she retreated up the steps, he called after her: ‘I could have a drive around if you like? Look for her?’


Steph stalled, almost at street level now. She glanced at his car parked nose-to-tail with hers – CHRIS WATSON DRIVING SCHOOL – and imagined it creeping through Kingston, headlights sweeping the darkness in search of her daughter. It was a scene from a TV drama. It dropped a shudder through her core.


‘No,’ she said, looking down at him. ‘Thank you, that’s kind. But it’ll . . . She’ll be back soon, I’m sure.’


‘I’m sure.’ Chris nodded, his brow creased as he watched her go.


Steph hurried to her own front door, a sudden longing for Paul piercing through her. He’d probably be showering at the gym now, trying to ease himself into relaxation mode, oblivious to her soaring anxiety. She fumbled with her keys, eager to get back to her phone. A cobwebby sensation brushed across her spine and she whipped around.


Nothing there. Just the street they’d lived on since Freya had started ‘big school’, the half-hexagons of bay windows making a geometric wave along the terrace, the black iron railings, which didn’t normally look so jagged.
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Paul


He hadn’t intended to stay so late. As warm water sluiced over his head and shoulders, Paul’s muscles groaned with what should have been the satisfying burn of a good workout, but smacked more of cramp and middle age. Hopefully, after a glass of wine at home, his exhaustion would cosy itself around him, like a sleep-inducing blanket. Or maybe he’d find himself in one of those states where his body felt drained while his mind was under-stimulated. These days, the closest he got to a mental workout was this shower spitting hot and cold, requiring deft nudges of the dial. Paul imagined he was trying to outsmart it, predicting and pouncing on its next temperature lurch.


Striding out of the gym, he glanced at his office building across the road, looking fittingly two-dimensional against the black sky. ANALYTICS SOLUTIONS blared neon above the rows of windows. How could a building with so many windows seem to have so little natural light when you were inside? Paul looked away, but realised too late that one of his younger colleagues was bee-lining towards him, his hand lifted in a static wave. As they walked together to the car park, Ollie kept mentioning that he’d been working late (‘I just can’t walk away from an incomplete spreadsheet, can you?’). Paul counted the number of buzzwords that Ollie sprinkled into his monologue, his favourite phrase seeming to be ‘going forward’. Going forward, he reckoned they ought to have a regular spot for ‘blue sky thinking’ in all their meetings, and going forward he wanted to see what the new ‘resource’ in their team would ‘bring to the table’.


Paul was a bit of a mystery to his colleagues, he suspected. And he had to admit that a part of him revelled in that. Even the co-workers he liked saw only a cardboard cut-out: Paul the semi-senior data analyst, a man of few words and an uncluttered desk, photos of his family nestling in his drawer. He gazed out of the window in meetings, never got involved in office politics, failed to show excitement about the layout of an evaluation form or a new policy on shredding. Yet he was unfazed by any task he was given, and had noticed how everyone leaned forward attentively on the occasions he did voice his opinion. Perhaps that was why he’d been promoted three times in his ten years there, despite surely appearing unambitious. He knew they all wondered what he’d done before joining Analytics Solutions, what he was like outside their open-plan office, which reeked of microwaved lunches and photocopier ink.


‘Up to much tonight?’ Ollie asked, as they prepared to branch off to their separate cars.


‘Just the usual . . .’ Paul was about to elaborate, picturing Steph in her PJ bottoms, reading in a halo of light from a lamp; Freya strapping an icepack to her knee and dripping water all over the sofa; himself beside them trying to be in the moment, in the warmth of his home.


Instead he gave a vague smile and wished Ollie a pleasant evening.


Let them wonder.


 


In his car, he checked his phone. There were three voicemails from Steph, and he expected a message about picking up milk or bread, perhaps cherry-flavoured Lucozade, which Freya treated like a necessity. It was a surprise to hear Steph’s higher-than-normal voice asking if he’d heard from Freya. Paul returned the call but it was engaged, so he tossed his mobile into the drinks holder, frowning at the time: 20:10. He’d get home as quickly as he could. Freya was probably back by now, in the doghouse for breaking a cardinal rule.


The traffic on the fringes of London felt like a personal insult. No matter how late he left work, every evening was a war of lane-changing and gambling on shortcuts. Sometimes he liked the challenge. If ever Freya was in the car he’d treat her to a commentary of his traffic predictions and genius workarounds, not that she was remotely impressed. Now, though, he wished he could cut through the congestion with a wailing siren. When he finally reached his street, he glimpsed Steph’s familiar silhouette behind their curtains. If she was glued to the window, did that mean Freya wasn’t back? He parked behind the driving instructor’s car and sprinted inside.


There were no smells of cooking or murmurs of TV, no sounds of Steph and Freya chatting or calling out questionable song requests for Spotify. The apartment was quiet and dim: the many lamps that Steph usually switched on in the evenings were dark.


She turned from the window, mascara smudged beneath her eyes. ‘I know she’s practically an adult, but . . .’


Paul drew her in, her head slotting below his chin, the back of her hair giving off a strange heat. They didn’t melt against each other for a few seconds of mutual rest, like they often would after a long day. Steph’s body was rigid.


‘Her phone’s going straight to voicemail,’ she said to his chest. ‘None of her friends have heard from her – the ones I’ve spoken to, anyway.’


Paul swallowed. ‘When did she leave school?’


‘Normal time, far as I can tell. I’ve not actually been able to contact anyone who was in her last lesson with her. But the register says she was there, and her other friends reckon she usually leaves pretty sharpish for the bus. I spoke to Chris too – everything was normal with her driving lesson. She didn’t mention any plans for after school to him.’


‘Snapchat? Instagram? Whatever she uses, these days?’


‘No clues.’


‘Have you had a good look for other people she’s been connecting with or tagging or whatever they call it? She might be with a mate we don’t know.’


Steph shook her head. ‘I can’t see her profiles any more, can I? Another condition of the infamous Freya’s Privacy and Independence Bill. That’s why I feel bad snooping around. I asked Jess and a few others to check for me. They said she hadn’t been online tonight.’


‘We’ll give them another ring.’


‘Are we making a fuss over nothing?’


Paul checked his watch. It was almost 9 p.m. ‘Well, if she’s going to give us radio silence, we’re entitled to some light snooping.’


He fought to keep his voice steady, to balance out the fear in Steph’s posture, her hands clutching the back of his shirt.


 


Paul phoned round Freya’s mates for a second time, adding a few more as Steph thought of them, disguising his worry beneath a daft-dad performance that would have made his daughter cringe. He kicked off a phone tree of her volleyball and running-club friends, and asked Jess to read out every one of Freya’s social media posts from the last month. Most were about loving driving, hating the stats part of her business coursework (‘but, in a weird way, enjoying hating it’), and ‘destroying’ volleyball rivals. Some of the posts were funny and eloquent, though Freya would probably give him her best whatever look if he complimented her on them. She was surprisingly self-conscious about everything but her sporting abilities, her intelligence most of all.


Once they’d run out of ideas, Paul looked at Steph. It was a quarter to eleven. The heating had gone off and the flat was glacial, though they were only just noticing, rubbing their goose-pimpled arms. Paul didn’t have to ask the question out loud. Steph nodded grimly and he reached again for his phone.


The on-duty PCs who arrived were young, the man still in training, Paul guessed. He said all the standard things – that these situations usually resolved themselves, and she wasn’t officially missing yet – but he had an awkward manner, as if he was still learning his lines. The woman sat looking around their home, appraising their life. Freya’s framed image decorated every surface, a gallery of different ages and haircuts: disappearing puppy fat and emerging cheekbones, freckles that came and went with the sun. She smiled from the blue-grey walls, too, closed mouth when she’d had her fixed braces on, flashing her liberated teeth once she’d had them removed.


When Paul took the police up to Freya’s attic room, it had a tableau-like stillness. Her black Adidas kitbag hung from her favourite swivel chair. A glass of cherry Lucozade gave off a powerful scent from beside her bed. Pairs of snow-white sports socks were arranged with precision in the drawer, but her make-up spilled over the dressing-table and her en-suite was a bombsite of balled-up towels. The room was a scene of contradictions: meticulous in some ways and chaotic in others; simultaneously adult and childish, with weighty psychology textbooks next to threadbare teddies she’d had for ever. There was nothing obviously missing, apart from the handbag and jacket she’d taken to school – of course Steph remembered she’d been wearing her navy Puffa and Paul felt a failure for not having a clue.


Back in the living room, the questions began.


Who would have seen Freya today?


Does she have a boyfriend? (Paul and Steph shook their heads in unison, then glanced at each other with a silent appendix: ‘Not as far as we know.’)


Does she drink alcohol? (‘She’s more into fitness . . .’)


Take drugs? (Steph’s outraged ‘No!’ was directed right at the female PC’s note-taking hand.)


And you’re certain this is unusual behaviour for her? (Paul’s voice rose at last, steely-edged: ‘We wouldn’t have called you if it wasn’t.’)


Right near the end, the woman caught him off-guard: ‘I know this sounds extreme, but we need to get the full picture . . . Do either of you have any enemies? Anyone who might want to harm or threaten you? For any reason?’


Paul flinched, then froze. Steph must have felt it, sitting next to him, because her head turned his way. From the opposite sofa he saw the PCs’ surprise at this break in the routine. Most parents probably dismissed this question in an instant: Ridiculous, of course not.


Steph was still looking at him. They all were. He shook his head and the police officers seemed to make a silent decision to move on, asking about Freya’s recent state of mind. Paul stared at the photos on the wall and tried to deny the dread that was welling from his stomach.


Don’t jump to wild conclusions. She’s at a friend’s, forgotten to charge her phone. She’ll be back by morning and we’ll make her promise never to scare us like this again.


Another voice wormed its way forward. You complacent idiot, Paul. Of course something like this was always going to happen.
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Kate


Twenty-five years earlier


My socks slide down inside my shoes. Bag bounces painfully against my hip. I’m running full-pelt up the hill that separates school from home, and I’m not even trying to avoid the splats of grey chewing gum on the pavement. If I can just get back, I might be able to snatch ten minutes with Mum before he arrives. Ten minutes is better than nothing.


After the mammoth hill, the stairs in our tower block almost kill me – the lift’s clapped out again. I duck under the line of washing that Joan from 310 always strings across the corridor, damp sleeves flapping in my face, and vault over a skateboard left at the bottom of the last flight of stairs. Then I burst into our flat, hoping he’s not early.


‘Mum?’ I dump my bag, throw my coat in the direction of the pegs, rush through to the kitchen. She’s standing at the window, staring out at our grotty view, the mottled window giving an impression of permanent drizzle. Or maybe she’s not really looking at anything. She seems to do a lot of gazing into space lately. My cousin Becca reckons it’s because she’s in love, all moony and dreamy, but to me she looks lost in worries. Becca says I just don’t want to admit she’s been swept off her feet by a toyboy from the floor below.


Mum turns and I’m so relieved by the way she smiles at me, pleased to see me, that I run to her and hug her hard. She feels thin beneath her Post Office uniform. Is she losing weight to impress her boyfriend? The word lovesick snakes into my mind. It’s so weird to think of her like that.


I go to fill the kettle. I always make the tea when I get home from school, and we have one chocolate biscuit each, sitting in the same places at the kitchen table – Mum at the end nearest the door and me to her right, where the storage heater chugs out its hint of warmth. That’s the ritual. I hope we’ve got time to do it before Toyboy arrives. The kettle’s so slow. I press my fingers against the sharp chips in the rim of the sugar bowl and feel steam kissing my nose.


At last we’re sitting at the table, biscuit tin between us, Mum with her slim fingers wrapped around her mug and her dark hair tumbling over one shoulder. And I can’t think of a thing to say. In the past this wouldn’t have bothered me: I’d slurp my tea and drift into a daydream. But now I’ve got to make this daily ten minutes count for more than the whole evenings she spends with him.


‘How was school, love?’ she asks, seeming to break out of a trance.


I spray Hobnob crumbs down my front in my hurry to answer. ‘Got a B in geography.’ Suddenly it doesn’t seem good enough, though I was happy with it earlier, especially as maps make me feel dizzy and dwarfed. The world’s so huge and I’ve never been outside the Midlands. When the weather forecast does its sweep of the country I feel embarrassingly breathless, unnerved but mesmerised by the scattering of cities, the peep of Europe in the bottom-right corner of the screen.


‘That’s my girl,’ Mum says, and I beam. She’s still distracted, though. She’s only nibbled half a biscuit, hasn’t raised an eyebrow about the two I’ve gobbled before dinner.


‘Amy got detention,’ I tell her. For extra drama I add: ‘Her third this week!’


Mum does an uh-oh face at me and I giggle.


‘What did she do this time?’ she asks.


‘Miss Stone found fags in her pocket. But they were actually her nan’s.’


‘Didn’t Miss Stone believe her?’


‘You know Scary Stoney.’


Mum laughs mid-bite, and I feel like I’ve won a prize. ‘Stern Stoney,’ she says.


‘Shouty Stoney.’ I grin.


We’re just warming to it, thinking of more S-words, when I hear the front door and my heart dives. Even the sound of him coming in and kicking off his shoes infuriates me. He doesn’t knock any more. Leaves his trainers next to ours as if he’s one of the family.


‘Hi, girls,’ he calls, in his posh voice – well, posh compared to us, anyway. He’s from down south, somewhere. I think he moved up here for work. Even though he’s been Mum’s boyfriend for seven months now, and our downstairs neighbour for a few more before that, I know almost nothing about him.


He strolls over to Mum and kisses her. I can’t help watching, can’t help feeling he’s squeezing her too tight. After they’ve pulled apart, his hand paws her hair.


‘Cup of tea?’ he asks, even though surely he can see we’re in the middle of one.


To my surprise, Mum says, ‘I’ll have another, thanks, darling.’ It annoys me that she calls him ‘darling’ when she calls most people ‘love’. And that she’s having another cup of tea just because he’s offered.


‘Can’t tempt you?’ he asks me, waggling the teapot. He always uses the pot instead of just plonking the bags into the cups like I do. Maybe Mum prefers it that way, doesn’t want to hurt my feelings by saying so. Maybe she’ll pour away the second half of the mug I’ve made.


I shake my head, mumble something about homework. Mum offers me a smile as I flee the room, but he doesn’t glance at me. He’s staring at Mum, like always.
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Emma


It wasn’t Gilbert’s exercise regime that disturbed Emma’s sleep that night. It wasn’t even the phantom pings of longed-for messages on her phone. Instead it was movement and voices overhead, a dance of disquiet that suggested the Harlows’ world had not settled back to normal since Steph’s fraught phone calls earlier in the evening.


Emma probably wouldn’t have been sleeping, anyway. Lately her worries were as nocturnal as her hamster, her brain churning with images that would make her reach for the notepad next to her bed, drawing them in thick pen-strokes to try to purge them. She’d always been a compulsive doodler. A scribble in the corner of her schoolwork would escalate into a carnival of figures or a catalogue of designs. But, just like back then, there was a spiky anxiousness to the faces and shapes she now sketched.


She kicked her duvet aside and snatched her dressing-gown from its hook. Her phone told her it was ten past midnight. As she padded through her flat, the night turned her furniture into crouching lumps, her framed photos into colourless oblongs and squares. The rattle of Gilbert’s wheel mingled with the sounds from above, creating the impression that he was controlling the neighbours’ conversation, cranking it up, like an organ grinder.


She hesitated at the under-stairs cupboard. Told herself she was simply checking on her pet. When she opened the cage Gilbert didn’t even pause, trawling onwards as though he had targets to reach. There was nothing else to do once she’d topped up his water (and marvelled at his total indifference to her), but Emma didn’t move.


The voices were audible here. As clear as Steph’s had been earlier. There were four now, though: Steph and Paul’s were so familiar to her, but different tonight, distorted by anxiety, and it didn’t take long to work out that the other two were police. A shiver rolled down Emma’s spine. She hadn’t been aware of the police arriving: she must’ve slept for a while after all. She’d heard Paul get home around 8.30 p.m. – car door slamming, footsteps shaking the stairs – and she’d been drawn again towards the cupboard: would he have news of Freya? What would he and Steph say to each other? Would they be pragmatic or panicked, bickering or united? Then her phone had beeped and she’d spun towards the sound, boomeranging back to her own life.


Only to be disappointed. It hadn’t been the text she’d hoped for. Instead it was an email from one of her favourite suppliers, Mimi, who earned her living trawling antiques fairs and had sold Emma some incredible finds over the years. That jade-green beret with the flame-gold silk lining. The authentic flapper dress with pearls sewn into the black fabric, like stars in folds of night. Emma hadn’t yet confessed to Mimi that she’d had to close her shop – or that there might be a delay in paying her final invoice. So she was still offering her things, this time a collection of 1940s Bakelite bangles in citrus shades. Emma had touched her wrists, imagining the feel of them clinking together along her arm, lime green against burnt orange against sunshine yellow. She knew just how to polish them up, how to stack them asymmetrically for display. Then she’d snapped back to reality, closing down the photo Mimi had sent. Suddenly she’d felt cold and exhausted and had dragged herself to bed without even cleaning her teeth.


Next time she’d woken she’d felt the change in the building. A sense that the top part of the house was vividly awake. Usually at this hour there was just her dead-of-the-night worries and the yowls of the neighbourhood tom cats. Now there was drama from above, a seductive diversion from her thoughts.


‘I suppose she’s been a bit . . . short with me lately,’ Steph was saying. ‘But she’s been stressed about her mocks, and this big tournament . . .’


‘Have you noticed her acting unusually, Mr Harlow?’


‘Not really.’ Paul’s voice had a squeezed quality to it. ‘But I admit I’ve been kind of distracted myself.’


‘Any particular reason?’


‘You know . . . work . . . life . . .’


Emma thought of how self-contained Paul often looked when jogging alone by the river, arms pumping at his sides. So different from when he was running loose-limbed with Freya, or laughing as they got into the car. But the same could be said for Steph, when caught unawares. Emma had several times glimpsed her entrenched in thought, blinking out of a reverie when her daughter or husband appeared.


Emma’s chin jerked when she heard Paul add, ‘Sweetheart . . . can I talk to the officers alone?’


He’d spoken so quickly she wasn’t sure she’d heard right. The answering silence felt leaden, even from a floor below.


‘What?’ Steph sounded shocked. ‘Why?’


‘There’s something I need to discuss with them.’


‘Then discuss it with me, too!’


‘Steph—’


‘I’m your wife! Freya’s our daughter! This isn’t the time to—’


‘I know.’ Paul’s voice was wound even tighter. ‘Except . . . I need to.’


Emma imagined what was happening in the spell of quiet that followed. Paul reaching towards Steph, trying to placate her? Steph staring at him in confusion? She could only picture Steph in her suit and Paul in his dark running gear.


‘Will you excuse us a moment, Officers?’ Steph’s usual polite tone was suddenly back.


One of the PCs said, ‘Of course.’ Then there were footsteps followed by more quiet. Emma strained to hear if the police would say anything while Steph and Paul were presumably out of the room. The officers talked in lower voices about how they ought to proceed, given that they couldn’t record Freya as missing for another sixteen hours. ‘Is something going on here, though,’ one of them hissed, only just audible, ‘with the parents?’


Before they could say more, the footsteps returned. Except one set kept moving, over Emma, until the slam of a door made the whole house quiver. A louder crash and a startled cry had her leaping up, banging her head. The noise had seemed to come from the stairs, or the hall. She scrambled out of the cupboard and dashed to her front door. Steph was sprawled at the bottom of the staircase, one hand flung against the wall, her fingers as white as the emulsion behind.


‘Oh, God – are you all right?’


Steph just lay there, her body at one awkward angle, her head at another. She’s snapped her neck, Emma thought, in sheer panic. Relief coursed through her (with a snatch of her mum’s voice accusing her of a dramatic imagination) when Steph sat up and began touching her face. Emma realised her neighbour was on the verge of tears: the kind jolted out by a slip or a shock but rooted in something else. Her cardigan had dropped off her shoulders and a large tortoiseshell hair clasp had landed on the stair behind her, its black teeth facing up.


Emma stepped closer. ‘Are you hurt?’


Steph seemed dazed. The foyer light bulb flickered, adding to the surreal atmosphere. ‘I don’t think so.’ She prodded at her ear and her finger came away stained with blood. Emma had a strange flash of déjà vu, but before she could pin it down, the door to the upstairs flat opened.


‘Steph?’ came Paul’s voice. His shadow stretched the length of the stairs, elongated by some trick of the light. ‘Shit, are you all right?’


Steph stared ahead, her eyes pink. ‘I slipped.’


‘You’re bleeding!’ Paul rushed down towards her. He was wearing work clothes, but with no shoes, his shirt crumpled. He stalled when he noticed they had company and Emma felt him taking in her blue, bed-matted hair, the Z tattooed on her ankle. Her dressing-gown suddenly felt tiny and transparent, like a nightmare in which she realised she was naked in public.


Paul’s eyebrows knitted but he turned away from her, reaching for Steph’s shoulders. ‘Darling—’


Steph moved so his hands grasped the air. ‘Leave it, Paul. Go back to your private discussion.’


‘Please, Steph. I know it looks bad . . .’ As Paul implored his wife he glanced again at Emma, a look that made her feel like an intruder. She began to retreat into her own flat. Before the door swung closed, she saw Paul leaning towards Steph, and Steph jerking away, drawing up her knees, like a threatened creature curling into a ball.


Something flamed in Emma. A kind of recognition. Her heart boomed as she leaned against the inside of her door, failing to make out their murmuring voices. After a few minutes she turned the latch and opened it a crack. But the foyer was empty, the light bulb still flickering, Steph’s hair clasp lying on the stairs with wisps of blonde hair in its jaw.
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Chris


He must have travelled this route a thousand times. Usually in the passenger seat, his feet poised over his extra set of pedals, suburbia conveyor-belting past as his student drove excruciatingly slowly. The same tree-lined streets and chained-up bikes; the same cars in the same drives. Smug joggers and couples pushing elaborate prams.


Chris also spent a lot of time parked in various spots around Kingston, glimpsing snapshots of other people’s lives while he waited for his learners. Sometimes he’d see a man in a designer suit taking crafty swigs from a hip flask, concealing it when his picture-perfect wife and son emerged from the pristine house behind. Or a homeless guy rummaging through the Waitrose bins, digging out a mushy avocado, shooed away by a self-important store manager. The divide between rich and poor, happy and miserable, genuine and false felt so flimsy around here. And Chris always teetered just the wrong side of the line.


Today Kingston felt watchful. Almost certainly it was Chris’s imagination, his mood, but he’d sensed it from the moment he’d left home several hours before. Neighbours herding their kids into giant Volvos had seemed to blast glances towards his house – but maybe they’d seen the police parked outside the night before and didn’t know who they’d been visiting. Even now, Chris seemed to catch the eye of every pedestrian as his student, Dylan, steered them haphazardly through the streets. He cut the lesson slightly short, needing to gather his thoughts before the next.


‘Good effort, mate,’ he said, when they pulled up with a bump of the kerb and a final stall of the engine. Dylan was a student at Kingston Uni, and one of the most timid drivers Chris had ever taught. ‘Just need to work on that hesitation at junctions. The stalling’s getting less frequent, though, hey?’


Dylan paid him and got out of the car, and Chris watched him trudge towards the student halls, his walk as apologetic as his driving. He wanted to shake him: You’re bloody lucky, you know. Young, free, privileged. Why hide behind that floppy fringe? At the same time, there was a twinge of something – protectiveness, almost. Sadness? Chris gazed at the student block and saw people cooking and chatting behind the bare windows, toasting Friday night with their beers. Loneliness shivered through him, like a reflex.


Shifting into the driver’s seat, he flipped down the visor against the low March sun and headed to Chantry High School. Kids of all ages were swarming out of the gates, unleashed for the weekend. Usually he was glad of his car’s logo, separating him from the parents in 4x4s yet assuring everyone he wasn’t some weirdo lurking outside a school, but today it made him feel conspicuous. He was glad when he spotted Jess’s short legs in black tights weaving towards him. She was riffling through her handbag, checking her phone, oversized sunglasses tobogganing down her nose. Eventually she looked up and scanned for his car. He waved and moved back into the passenger seat, wondering how many times a week he did this shuffle-over, this relinquishing of control.


As soon as she got in, he could tell she was upset. She took off her shades and her maroon school blazer but just sat there, staring at her lap.


‘Jess? You okay?’


She nodded, still didn’t put on her belt.


‘Ready to go? Shall we try a reverse-park again this lesson?’


At last she pulled her seat so far forward that her nose almost touched the wheel, snapped on her belt and set off. Jess was usually a pretty vocal driver, shrieking, ‘Oooh, red light!’ or ‘Where’s second gear gone?’ at regular intervals. If he asked her to switch lanes or stop on a hill she’d act aghast: ‘Chris, really?’ She was silent today, though, and when she attempted the reverse-park she ended up jutting out almost perpendicular to the pavement, then clipped the shiny Audi behind. That was the final straw: she threw up her hands and dissolved into tears. ‘I can’t do this!’


Chris glanced behind to check there was no visible damage to the other car’s bumper, praying there was no expensive bill to be covered. ‘Come on, it’s okay. Pull up over there and turn off the engine.’


She got herself under control and did as he said. They sat for a moment as the car exhaled around them.


‘What’s wrong?’ He reached towards her shoulder but thought better of making contact, veering awkwardly away. Jess pressed her fingertips against her cheekbones, leaving oval prints in her make-up. ‘If you’re worried about bumping that Audi, it’s a poser’s car anyway.’


One corner of her mouth turned up. Slowly she lowered her hands. ‘Haven’t you heard?’ she said.


‘Heard?’


‘About Freya. Nobody’s seen her since yesterday.’


Freya’s image flooded Chris’s mind. Her confident posture when she drove. The healthy glow of her skin, which always made him feel flabby and light-deprived. He saw her vividly for a moment, eclipsing Jess as she sat six inches taller, shoulders relaxed, blonde ponytail fanned over the headrest. Infuriatingly confident, sometimes. Like she thought driving was no big deal.


‘She hasn’t turned up?’ he said. ‘I saw her mum last night . . .’ He recalled Steph at his door, hunched inside an oversized man’s jacket that had made her look somehow diminished. A different woman from the one who’d had the gall to challenge him in the street about her daughter’s lessons.


‘It’s not like Frey to go off without saying anything,’ Jess said. ‘She’s so on it with her training. Even with her schoolwork, though she doesn’t admit it. She gets better grades than me every time, you know. We’ve got business coursework due on Monday . . .’


Seeing she was getting teary again, Chris patted her arm. She stiffened and he wished he’d stuck with his earlier decision not to touch her. It was hard to know what to do with a crying seventeen-year-old girl. Impossible to console her without overstepping the mark. Next month he’d be turning forty, yet in some ways he felt the same as he had at Jess’s age. It was only the things and the people around him that had altered. Circumstances. Life.


‘Her parents keep calling me.’ Jess sniffed. ‘But I really don’t know where she could be.’


‘Does she tell you everything?’ Chris asked, then wondered if it was a weird question. He was suddenly conscious of the intimacy of being in a stationary car together, the usual conventions of a driving lesson stripped away. He stabbed at the button to roll down his window, air rushing into the car with the clamour of the street, a smell of petrol.


‘I thought so. Maybe not so much lately. She’s seemed a bit . . .’ Jess made a mysterious, looping hand gesture, then turned to him. ‘Did she say anything to you?’


‘Me? Like what?’


She blinked, her eyes almost opaque with held-back tears. ‘I don’t know. Like, anything.’


‘No, I . . . She seemed . . . normal.’


‘In an hour she’ll officially be a missing person. Frey! This can’t be real, can it?’ She shook her head and slumped forward, her forehead meeting the wheel, red hair cascading either side. It felt wrong just to watch her cry. She had confided in him, after all. Driving lessons were so often full of mind-numbing small-talk in between ‘Left here . . . Check your mirror . . . Try not to flatten that pedestrian . . .’ And Vicky was so closed-off these days. Sometimes Chris fantasised about letting one of his students crash into the back of a bus, just to shake things up, just so he could phone Vicky from hospital and say, Get down here. I’ve been in an accident.


His hand hovered over the bumps of Jess’s spine, visible through the thin white school shirt. She lifted her head and he withdrew.


‘I . . . I’ll drive you home,’ he said. ‘If you don’t feel up to carrying on.’


She sniffed again. ‘Thanks for being nice about it.’


‘No problem.’ He forced a smile. ‘And try not to worry. Freya will be home before you know it.’


They swapped places and he drove back through Kingston, past upmarket pubs painted slate grey and olive green, coming to life with after-work drinkers sitting outside as if it was a carefree summer’s day. As Jess became absorbed in her phone, Chris seemed to see and hear police sirens everywhere. But actually it was the flash of sun on a sapphire-coloured scooter; the wail of a car alarm; the bright blue hair of a woman he realised was his other neighbour, Emma, standing outside a vintage clothes store with a FOR SALE sign flapping beside her.
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Emma


The fire-wave of anger caught her by surprise. It was the starkness of her empty shop that brought on the white-hot rush. She’d been calm up to this point, packing up swathes of gauzy scarves, hand-sewn purses, dresses imbued with the earthy smell of vintage clothes. Even when a rail had toppled over and buried her beneath a mound of faux-fur coats, she’d just lain there, blinking. But now that her shop was stripped, ready for its new owners and new identity, Emma felt the air whoosh out of her lungs.


‘Jesus,’ she murmured, pressing her fist against her breastbone. It was anger snatching her breath this time, rather than that wearying sadness. She escaped into the fresh air, only to be confronted by her livelihood sitting in taped-up boxes on the pavement.


As she loaded her rented van, reversing the process she’d gone through with such excitement six years before, the door to the neighbouring café jangled and its owner, Lina, emerged. Emma had watched Lina tidy away her one outdoor table and ‘Best vegan scones this side of the Thames!’ sign on countless evenings. She observed her swishing through the routine now, untying her apron, her braided hair gathered inside a scarf. When Lina glanced over, Emma smiled. ‘Hey!’

OEBPS/OPF/toc.xhtml


  The Downstairs Neighbour



  



  



			Cover



			About the Author



			Title Page



			Imprint Page



			Dedication



			Contents



			Prologue



			Part One



			1 Emma



			2 Steph



			3 Paul



			4 Kate



			5 Emma



			6 Chris



			7 Emma



			8 Steph



			9 Paul



			10 Kate



			11 Chris



			12 Paul



			13 Emma



			14 Kate



			15 Chris



			16 Steph



			17 Kate



			18 Chris



			19 Paul



			Part Two



			20 Kate



			21 Emma



			22 Chris



			23 Steph



			24 Kate



			25 Emma



			26 Chris



			27 Emma



			28 Steph



			29 Kate



			30 Paul



			31 Steph



			32 Paul



			33 Kate



			34 Steph



			35 Emma



			36 Paul



			37 Kate



			38 Emma



			Part Three



			39 Kate



			40 Chris



			41 Emma



			42 Steph



			43 Kate



			44 Paul



			45 Emma



			46 Chris



			47 Kate



			48 Paul



			49 Emma



			50 Chris



			51 Paul



			52 Kate



			53 Steph



			54 Chris



			55 Kate



			56 Paul



			57 Emma



			58 Paul



			59 Kate



			60 Steph



			61 Kate



			62 Steph



			63 Chris



			64 Steph



			65 Emma



			66 Chris



			67 Steph



			68 Chris



			69 Paul



			70 Kate



			71 Steph



			Acknowledgements



			Endmatter page 1











  



OEBPS/OPF/cover.jpg
THEY LIVE UNDER YOUR ROOF.
BUT CAN YOU TRUST THEM?






OEBPS/OPF/titlepg_2line_logo_zoom2.jpg
HopDER G
sty





