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We took risks. We knew we took them. Things have come out against us. We have no cause for complaint.

Robert Falcon Scott



Prologue


As the truck bounces and lurches over the uneven track, throwing me rather suddenly to one side, he turns to me and apologises.

‘It’s OK,’ I call over the noise of the engine. ‘Don’t worry about it!’

He looks relieved, and we lapse back into silence. With the windows wide open it’s a bit dusty and pretty hot, but it feels really, really good to be outside. I have one winter-pale elbow resting in the direct sunlight, and instinctively hold my hand up so the breeze can play through my fingers. I close my eyes briefly, too, indulging in my body waking up to the warmth, like stretching after a deep, long hibernation.

I think gleefully of everyone else back in cold snowy England. I hate January in the UK. Who doesn’t? Christmas is over for another year, everything feels flat, the decorations have to be taken down. The house looks bleak without them, there’s nothing in particular to look forward to and all you want is for it to start getting warmer and lighter – for spring to arrive – but nope, instead it just becomes colder. Surely Christmas is at the wrong time of year in fact? It would be better if it came at the end of January, really, or even February. The idle thought slips away as I glance at the car clock; it’s just gone three in the afternoon. So back at home – I have to pause for a moment, maths is not my strong point – it’s nine in the evening. Their Sunday is already over. They’ll all be shivering, with the heating on. But not me! I can’t help grinning. That’s when I remember I forgot to phone Kate back yesterday.

I almost reach for my bag, which is slipping around in the footwell, to get my mobile, but hesitate. Phoning at this time of night won’t go down well if they’ve just got my tiny nephew off to sleep. And Kate’s probably been in bed for a good hour or so already. Over Christmas she was like Bagpuss, poor thing. I’d turn round because I’d said something to her about what we were watching on TV and she hadn’t answered, only to see her head lolled back, eyes closed and mouth open, hand still clutching a tilting cup of tea balanced on her lap, because she’d fallen asleep from sheer exhaustion.

I’ll give her a call her time tomorrow, or once I’m back at the hotel. Then I’ll be able to tell her I’m coming home on Friday, that I’m going to be back before she knows it, which will be good because once she’s asked me where I am, and what I’m up to – as you do in any idle conversation – she’s not going to be happy.

I couldn’t tell her I was coming away for a week or two in the sun. It would have been too mean. She’ll think I’ve kept it quiet because Mum gave me the money to fund this trip, but it wasn’t that. How could I brightly say, having witnessed her practically translucent with tiredness, ‘Thanks for a nice Christmas, sis, and by the way, I know you’re on your knees at the moment and I really ought to be staying and helping you out, but I’m just off on a little jaunt.’ At best it would have seemed like thoughtlessly rubbing it in, and at worst, as if I was abandoning her, because I’m pretty sure Kate would quite like to be hopping on a plane right now.

That’s not what I’m doing, though. My smile fades slightly. I’m not escaping. I’m having some me time. Which I’m absolutely entitled to do. I think of Will, standing in the hall of his flat just before Christmas, and our argument about avoiding responsibility, my needing to grow up. He would do very well to remember that he’s my best friend, not my father. I feel my mood darken and shift in my seat.

I don’t want to think about Will any more.

Turning to my travel companion instead, I shout, ‘Are we nearly there?’ and he nods cheerily.

‘Twenty more minutes.’

‘You said that twenty minutes ago!’ I tease, and he shrugs, then adds cheekily: ‘You British are all the same, rush, rush, rush. You’re on Mexican time here. Slow down, smell the flowers, look at the sky, y’know?’ He gestures around him. ‘It’s a beautiful world.’

I roll my eyes and he laughs. ‘OK. I think I missed the turning a little while back, but there is another way there, and,’ he lowers his voice theatrically, ‘it’s worth the wait … I promise you.’

Even though I know he’s saying it purely for my benefit, my insides squirm delightedly and then the rest of me shivers with the anticipation of what I know lies ahead.

This is exactly what I love about coming to new places – exploring, getting to see sights you would never see otherwise. THIS is what life is about, Will, I’m getting out there, experiencing things – living. What are you going to be doing with your Monday morning? Getting on the tube? Coffee at your desk? Emails to send, calls to make? Fine – if that’s what you want, you do that. Me? I’ve got other plans. I am facing up to things. I am doing quite the opposite of running away, in fact. Getting out of your comfort zone is a good thing; it’s necessary.

I can do whatever I want, and I’m about to do something amazing. My muscles tighten and I feel the prickle of nerves needle across my skin at the mere thought of it … it’s as if the hatch of a plane is opening and I am teetering on the edge, suddenly seeing the spread of space below. I swallow, slightly nauseous; I can almost feel the wind rushing, the last fleeting knife-stab of incredulous doubt that I’m actually going to do this … wavering for a hair’s breadth more and then something just snapping within – before leaping.

When I actually did my first jump, the feeling of flying through the air, strapped to my instructor, was amazing. There was nothing I could do to control anything. I was free of it all …

… and when we landed, I burst out laughing with a euphoric rush of endorphins and even whooped aloud because I’d got away with it; I felt like I’d kicked it – but it was more than that, not just the adrenalin – it was the relief that life hadn’t become so small and boxed in after all.

I felt alive, for the first time in a very long while, in an unremarkable field in Kent. And I knew I’d want to repeat it.

So tell me again, Will, that I can’t avoid being a grown-up for ever. If you mean I can’t dodge moving forward, I’m not trying to – I’m just not doing it your way. I’ve certainly no intention of standing still. Who would want to do that? What would it offer apart from … nothingness?

And that’s what you should be afraid of. That’s what you should really run from.

‘Anya? You are OK?’

I turn back quickly. ‘Yes! Absolutely!’

‘It’s just, you suddenly went quiet, you know?’ He looks at me curiously. ‘You looked a bit – frightened.’

‘Did I?’ I try to look nonchalant. ‘Nope – I’m fine.’

‘You are worried about what we are going to do?’

That makes me want to laugh – I’d be mad if I wasn’t. I pause for a moment and think about how to explain why this particular … mission, for want of a less Tom Cruise-esque description, is different and yes, if I’m honest, is setting me on edge, without alarming him into saying we’d better not do it then.

I clearly take too long to answer because he ventures, ‘Or is it me? You’re thinking, “I’m in a car, with a strange man, on a track in the middle of nowhere.” ’

He throws me a look of concern, suddenly serious, and when he’s being genuine it makes him look much younger – a sweet boy in his mid-twenties.

My face breaks into a smile. Bless.

‘Of course not!’ I insist, to reassure him. ‘Not at all!’ And I mean it. I’ve done a lot of travelling over the years, met a lot of people and pretty much all of them simply want you to enjoy their country. They’re proud of it, and want to extend a bit of hospitality – in exchange for cash, of course. Rafa’s not doing this for the good of his health – but that’s all there is to it. Look for the bad, and you can expect to find it. Look for the good and … I glance at Rafa … or the very good, in his case.

Any woman would have noticed. He’s got the kind of naturally balanced body tone that comes from a life spent outside doing things, rather than the odd attempt at a gym routine. His t-shirt wraps around strong arms but skims a flat stomach, and when I sneak a glance at the way he is gripping the steering wheel while negotiating the potholes, lumps and bumps in our path, then move my eyes up over the tight chest, I more than happily wind up at his very passable face. Does he know how much money he could probably make lying half naked in a boat for some aftershave campaign? I demurely drop my eyes, suppressing a smile as I consider the fact that perhaps he ought to be the one worried about being in the middle of nowhere with me.

But that’s not what this trip is about.

I still cannot believe Will said what he did.

I look out of the window, feeling the itchy sting of his words.

It’s easy to make the mistake of thinking that being such good friends entitles either party to say anything to each other – like you might with family. But it doesn’t work like that. If you shout something you later regret at your mother or father, they’re still your mum and dad. Neither you nor they can alter that, even if they were to walk away from you, or stop speaking to you for ever because of what you’d said. There would always be that bond they can do nothing about. But that’s not true with friends. With even the best friendship there is always a line. It is always conditional, even if you both insist otherwise.

‘Hey! That’s enough all so serious, OK?’

I snap back to see Rafa looking at me curiously.

‘We’re nearly there now. We’re going to have some fun! And Anya …’ He gives me what he probably thinks is an unafraid, confident stare, accompanied by what I am amused to see is a definite smirk. ‘I promise I’m going to take care of you.’



Chapter One


Just as I’m beginning to wonder if anyone has actually noticed that this dog I’ve been charged with looking after is inexplicably shrinking to the size of a mouse – so small it could now drown in a saucer – it starts to buzz in some sort of warning alarm. The game is up! They’re on to me. Its owners are going to be furious! I start to look around. I should do something, but am not entirely sure what … Someone grabs my arm and starts to shake me. ‘Kate …’

I turn my head towards the voice.

‘Kate, your phone …’ Rob’s blurry words are hushed but urgent. ‘You left it on vibrate. Quick! Before he wakes up …’

I somehow prop myself up on an elbow, which digs into the saggy mattress as I clumsily scrabble for my mobile. ‘Hello?’ I croak on autopilot, eyes still closed, voice thick. I have barely been asleep a few minutes, surely.

‘Kate Palmer?’ says a tense, heavily accented male voice.

My brain is working hard to wrench my faculties into action, even though the rest of my body hasn’t realised it yet. Trying to speak is like forcing a loose bundle of cotton wool balls out of my mouth. A befuddled ‘Yup?’ is the best I can manage.

The man starts to talk, but I can’t focus on what he’s saying. All I can think is Wake up, someone is on the phone and it’s – I squint at the clock – one a.m. On what is now Wednesday morning. That is not right. I swallow, try to rub my face with a hand and attempt to concentrate. The man is babbling away—

‘—nightfall now, but when they arrive we will start to look for your sister again. I am sorry to have to be saying this to you.’

Look for my sister. The phrase slices heavily through the fog like a blunt knife and jerks me into an upright position. ‘Emily?’ I blurt, forgetting for a second to whisper. ‘You’re looking for Emily?’ I can hear the sudden fear in the tremble of my voice. ‘Who is this?’

Rob turns over and half sits up, hand resting on the bedside lamp switch although he doesn’t turn it on yet, just peers worriedly at me. We are both now very much awake.

‘Emily?’ Now it’s the man’s turn to sound confused. ‘I am talking about Anya Manning. Her passport in her room, in the back it says, “Next of kin: Kate Palmer, sister”. That’s you? Telephone number 077—’

Uggghh. I relax a little, feeling slightly sick. Anya. Of course, Anya, not Emily … ‘Yes, that’s me, and I am her sister.’ She’s on holiday? She never said a word to me about going away. But then why does that not surprise me? And apparently she’s also lost her passport. I sigh, although mostly with relief. ‘Sorry,’ I am now more worried about keeping my voice low, ‘you said you found it left behind in her room? Where did you say you were calling from?’

At that, Rob rolls his eyes and collapses back irritably to make his point, before turning to face the wall. I throw a slightly defensive glance at the back of my husband’s head. He’s right, of course, this is annoying of her, but then she’s hardly done it deliberately.

A snuffling begins, followed by a whimper and then a thin, low wail from our little boy’s crib. He’s woken up.

‘Terrific,’ mutters Rob, exhaling heavily. ‘Nice one, Anya.’

‘I am calling from Mexico,’ the voice on the phone cuts back in. ‘Her passport was found, and—’

‘I’ll do my best to help,’ I practically breathe, even though it’s too late and there’s no chance he’s going to go back to sleep, ‘but I’ve no idea where she is. I can try her mobile but she rarely answers calls when she’s away.’ I swing my legs out of the warm bed, shivering as I start to rock the crib hopefully with my foot. I only fed him three-quarters of an hour ago. Please, please, please … I am so tired. ‘Can you give me your details, and when I get hold of her I’ll tell her to call you?’ Peering at the jumble on my side of the bed, I spy my Christmas card from Rob and flip it over as something to scribble on before grabbing a pen.

There is a confused pause. Just for a moment everything falls silent – and then the stranger drops the bomb.

‘Ms Palmer, please,’ he urges, with some frustration. ‘There has been an incident. We go through her belongings in her hotel room because we need her details and now we are calling you. No one at the hotel has seen her since Sunday, but they are not worried because she says she is going out for a night, maybe more. But now something is wrong. A truck was reported, it’s been by the side of the road near the cenote for … I don’t know … one, maybe two days? That is not regular for here. It’s very remote. Your sister’s bag is in the trunk – and all the gear for sleeping. There is food as well.’

I’m completely confused by all of that. ‘Sorry – she left a car near a what?’

‘Cenote,’ he says patiently. ‘A freshwater pool. It looks like a dive trip might have been planned – there are spare tanks – and then there are their clothes at the side of the water …’

I’m struggling to absorb what he’s saying. ‘Their clothes? So she’s not on her own, then? She’s with someone?’

Rob tries to shush me but this time I ignore him.

‘Yes,’ says the man patiently. ‘She is with a local man.’

My heart skips a beat but I try to ignore it. ‘Well …’ I say slowly, ‘my sister is a very experienced diver, she’s not ever—’

‘Ms Palmer, they have been gone from the hotel since Sunday. They have not come back. There is a problem. Rescue divers are coming so we can search in the water.’

‘Rescue divers?’ I repeat foolishly.

I am suddenly aware of Rob reaching for one of my hands, gripping it tightly. The tips of my fingers begin to turn white.

‘The authorities have been notified. Emergency teams, the federal police … We are all here at the water, which is why I am ringing you because, Ms Palmer, I urgently need to ask you something – could you tell me if—’

But I don’t hear the rest of what he says because the bed starts to roll from side to side, like a boat starting to lift on a rising swell, my book and Rob’s discarded jeans are small islands on the sea of carpet, the horizon of bedroom curtains blurs ahead, the sound of the man’s voice in my ear becomes distant, squished out by the thump of my pumping blood. Over the top of it all, I realise Mathias is beginning to cry properly, as if he can sense something is suddenly very, very wrong. The phone slips from my grasp, plops onto the duvet in front of me and both hands fly to my mouth. Rob grabs it and I hear him say, ‘This is Rob Palmer. Can you please tell me what’s happened? My wife is very shocked, she’s …’

My little sister …

‘There has been an incident …’

This can’t be happening.

Not again.



Chapter Two


‘Kate please.’ Rob tries to keep his voice even as he soothes a scarlet-faced Mathias, who doesn’t appreciate being jiggled up and down so absently by his father. ‘Don’t panic, OK? He said they’re going to call us back as soon as the dive team arrives. I expect then …’ He trails off, not sure how to finish the sentence. Mathias has actual tears streaming down his tiny cheeks and his tight little fists wave around frantically. Then his particular cry, that he does when he’s really unhappy, starts up – the one that pierces straight through every nerve and sinew in my body straight to my core, making me need to stop everything immediately, for him. I take him numbly into my rigid arms and attempt to make soothing noises, while also staring dead ahead.

Anya was last seen on Sunday. It is now Tuesday evening there …

But I only called her on Saturday. It didn’t ring, just went straight to answer phone. I remember leaving her a message saying I was calling for a chat, but it never occurred to me when she didn’t ring back that there might be a problem. Anya never returns calls.

And how can she be in Mexico? Sometimes – OK, quite a lot recently, to be honest – I fantasise about upping and going somewhere on the spur of the moment, just booking a plane ticket, but I don’t actually do it. No one does! I’ve certainly never been to Mexico, my entire knowledge about it as a place is based on what I’ve seen in films and snippets I’ve read in newspapers; essentially lawless, very significant drug problems … In short, not safe. Not safe at all. I have to swallow down a hot surge of frightened anger. So why go somewhere like that, Anya? Why?

Closing my eyes briefly, I try to stay on my feet as an icy wave of panic crashes over me. A picture appears in my head of Anya smiling, casually walking out of a hotel foyer dressed in denim shorts, vest top, toned legs climbing into the passenger seat of a beaten-up car, slinging her bag onto the floor. The car roaring off, and …

I feel very, very cold. This man thinks she’s had a diving accident, and no one has seen her for, potentially, two whole days? That’s what he said, isn’t it? Or did he? I can’t remember – I can’t remember exactly what he said, apart from rescue divers are on their way to search in the water.

‘I didn’t even know she was out of the country.’ Hearing myself speak the words out loud, my voice sounds very strange, like I am saying lines in a film, or a TV drama; as if this is not actually happening. Even more oddly, I’m somehow detached enough from my body to know what I look like, standing here holding my little boy, trying to absorb this news, almost watching it happen to someone else.

‘I really think we should stay calm. Remember, this is Anya we’re talking about,’ Rob reminds me. ‘This isn’t exactly your first middle of the night phone call.’

That’s true. In the past I’ve arranged and paid for a whole new set of travel documents to be issued in Tanzania (her backpack got stolen), scanned copies of travel insurance documents and sent them to France (she broke her ankle snowboarding), and there have been plenty of other comparatively minor events involving wiring money that Rob doesn’t actually know about. I try to take an even breath. Somehow my fatigue has miraculously flicked off like a switch. My body is now wired, every muscle tight and ready for action – it’s just my mind that, frustratingly, isn’t keeping up.

‘It’s not that she doesn’t know how to take care of herself,’ Rob adds quickly, ‘she just …’ he scrabbles around for a diplomatic phrase, ‘needs a little administrative back-up now and then. This is going to be another of her scrapes.’

‘But they said a rescue team was …’

He shakes his head firmly. ‘No – that must be a mistake. Anya’s a really good diver, you know she is. You said so yourself. Some pool isn’t going to faze her. She was good enough to teach diving for a while when she worked in Bali, remember—’

—before she got bored or sacked, I never entirely worked out which. Anya has a very short attention span, always has done, since she was tiny. I can see her now, starting to bob a fat and gurgling Emily, sat placidly in her baby bouncer, up and down, Anya’s smile turning into slightly gritted teeth as she sped up, Mum then having to intervene with a kind but firm, ‘Let’s be gentle, Anya.’

An wasn’t being mean, it was just a much-needed outlet for the intensity of her energy. When she was about six, a doctor told our increasingly desperate parents Anya was allergic to food colouring, that it was responsible for her inexhaustible stamina. We stopped the food colouring. Anya, however, did not stop.

‘There are any number of reasons why she might not have gone back to her hotel yet.’ Rob sinks down on the bed. ‘It’d be just like her to decide at the last minute that she doesn’t fancy a dive after all – let’s go on an overnight trek instead!’

But the man said all of the camping gear was still in the back of the truck, didn’t he? Who goes trekking without any equipment? Anya might be impulsive, but she’s not stupid.

Except then I remember her passing me a photo to look at, her dark blonde curls dancing around all over the place, green eyes glittering merrily as she laughed at the shock on my face. ‘You should try it,’ she’d urged eagerly as I’d stared at the image of her, tumbling through the air at God knows how many thousand feet, grinning insanely at the camera, parachute straps just visible in the shot. ‘It’s perfectly safe. People do it all the time – closest thing to flying.’

Oh, God. I close my eyes and sway slightly; she is an idiot. An idiot who thinks she can do these things, thinks she’s different, when in fact she’s like the rest of us … human. I swallow and breathe out raggedly. Mathias, having quietened temporarily, explodes the silence with a sudden squawk, arching his small back in my arms, demanding to be fed.

‘I’m just going to call her,’ I say, dazed, beginning to rock him automatically. ‘I’ll call her now – this will all be explainable.’

Rob stands to take Mathias and, having passed him over, I grab for my mobile. Scrolling quickly as I sit down heavily on the bed, Anya’s name slides onto the screen in front of me. It rings with a foreign dialling tone … and rings and rings, eventually going to voicemail.

‘I can’t take your call right now.’ Her voice is light and breezy. ‘Leave me a message.’

I try again.

‘I can’t take your call right now …’

And again.

‘I can’t take your call right now …’

‘Her not answering doesn’t mean anything,’ Rob says quickly.

But it does. Three rings back to back is our emergency code. She wouldn’t ignore it. She knows what that would do to me. She ought to be ringing me back right now. And she isn’t.

‘Shouldn’t you keep the line free, anyway? In case that man calls again, I mean,’ Rob ventures. ‘He said he was going to.’

Sleep-deprived though I am, and as hard as it would be anyway to make sense of something so scarily abnormal as receiving a phone call like this in the middle of the night, my confused and frightened brain is nonetheless starting to question what the hell has just happened. ‘Did he say who he was? The man on the phone?’

‘No,’ Rob says. ‘But he sounded official, seemed to know what he was talking about. Should we ring someone, do you think?’ He sticks his little finger in Mathias’s mouth and he falls immediately silent, beginning to suck furiously, looking up at Rob reproachfully, eyelashes still wet with tears.

‘Yes,’ I feel dazed, ‘I think we should.’ I glance down at my mobile. The last call shows up as number withheld, so I can’t phone whoever he was back. ‘Who, though? Who are you supposed to ring when something like this happens? Is it the police? She’s abroad. I don’t know …’

‘Oh. I meant your family, actually,’ Rob says. ‘They should be told, shouldn’t they?’

‘What?’ I jerk my head up in shock and then automatically shake it. ‘No! Dad’ll spin out – assuming he even registers what I’m talking about – and Mum will just …’ I take a deep breath and see in my mind my youngest sister Emily looking steadily back at me, her pale, calm face full of trust. So like Mathias – they could be twins. No: I need to get some actual information before I ring them. They are going to be terrified.

‘We don’t actually have anything to tell them yet, Rob. Why did that man withhold his number? How am I supposed to reach him now?’ I stare at the handset, trying to think. ‘I have no idea who he is, he could be anyone.’

‘Well, he had your details. He said he’s going to call back.’

I look up at him incredulously. ‘I can’t just sit here and wait. There must be someone else, someone official here who can help us.’ I jump to my feet.

Mathias, realising he’s being fobbed off, starts to wriggle and pull away from Rob’s finger. I look at our son anxiously. ‘Could you just take him down and do the feed?’

‘Of course,’ Rob says. ‘I’ll just change him quickly.’

‘But if you’re about to give him something to eat—’ I begin. Rob always does this. Changes him first, then Mathias gets all wound up and won’t take the bottle properly, whereas if Rob just did it the other way round and fed him before anything else – which of course makes Mathias poo again anyway – he’d stay all nice and calm … But Rob is already reaching for a clean nappy. At the door, I can’t help turning back. ‘Can you at least not use the wipes on him, though? That rash is—’

‘Kate,’ Rob says quietly. ‘Go downstairs. I’ll be right there.’

Chastened, I close my mouth, tighten my dressing-gown cord and flick the hall light on before hurrying downstairs. Rob’s right; he’ll be fine, he’s always fine.

Crashing down in front of the computer in the chilly study, the start-up screen illuminates the room with a cold and clinical white light as I switch it on.

God, I didn’t even ask that man who last saw Anya. I need to start thinking more clearly.

Rapidly tapping ‘Missing or injured persons in Mexico’ into Google merely brings up numerous links to various news articles about a recent mudslide. I try again with just ‘Missing persons in Mexico’, which offers me the American embassy page – it looks very helpful, but is completely useless given we’re British. Another option provides a UK web address and the promise that ‘we can tell you how to file a missing persons report’. It turns out to be the UK in Mexico, Foreign and Commonwealth Office website.

It can be very distressing when someone goes missing abroad.

Quickly, I begin to read on.

You can file a report with your local police so Interpol enquiries can begin—

I reach for my phone, continuing to scan the page anxiously.

—but you should be aware that responsibility for conducting searches overseas rests with the local police force abroad. Only occasionally do UK forces become more actively involved in the investigation, and at the invitation only of the local police force, which will be arranged by Interpol who do not take enquiries from the public. Please note that we cannot conduct physical searches on your behalf, even where the local investigating authority is not considered effective—

My heart begins to speed up. What? Does this mean the man who rang me probably is the person I should be speaking to? How am I supposed to reach him? I’ve got no way of contacting him back!

—we cannot use public funds to finance rescue operations for people missing in remote areas—

But Anya’s in a remote area – that man said so. She’s in Mexico. Oh, Jesus …

—nor pay for the recovery or repatriation of the body in the unfortunate circumstances where this may be necessary. Costs should be met by relatives or the insurance company.

And that is when it hits, when I read repatriation of the body.

My muscles lock, like a million elastic bands simultaneously contracting down into a painfully tight, immobile knot. My breath starts to come in short little gasps as if my lungs are in a wire cage and can’t expand, while my eyes flit straight to the two picture frames that sit next to each other on the desk. Em’s is a school photo, taken when she was about seven. She’s set against one of those roll-down blue sky, white cloud backgrounds. The photographer must have been bored out of his brain having to snap the entire school individually in one day, so I don’t think he can take credit for catching Em at precisely the right moment – it must have been luck – but it is a luminously beautiful shot; photographic evidence of fairies at the bottom of the garden. Quite unwittingly, he’s captured the very essence of her. Her smile is shyly happy, her huge eyes brimming with sweet trust. Her almost white-blonde hair is escaping in wayward wisps from the neat ponytail my mother would have attempted to coax it into that morning, and the slightly too big for her orange jumper – obviously once belonging to me or Anya – only makes her look more heartbreakingly vulnerable and innocent.

The photo of Anya is an altogether different affair. She’s sitting by a window at Holly Lodge in one of the upstairs bedrooms, the one our grandparents used when they came to stay with us in the holidays, so it was probably my grandfather who took the photo. The room in the background is oppressively dark, and Anya – aged no more than about five – is staring bleakly through the leaded panes of glass into the garden below, like a poor little workhouse urchin that longs to be allowed out to play. Even knowing that seconds afterwards, Granny would have said something like, ‘Oh, Anya, you looked lovely, poppet!’ or something equally indulgent, at which An probably gave a ‘yeah, I know’ smirk, jumped off the window seat and happily ran off to do something naughty, it still feels incredibly poignant.

In contrast to Em, she is wearing a slightly too small for her stripy jumper and – surprise, surprise – my trousers, even though they are much too long for her, which only adds to the waif-and-stray effect. I know full well that she would have chosen that outfit herself. She bullishly insisted on choosing her own clothes from eighteen months, and if Anya wanted to wear it, no matter how outlandish the selection, or if any of it was mine – which it often was – Mum seemed to find it easier just to let her.

I stare at the picture so hard it blurs as I try and calm my panic, but I’m aware I’m starting to tremble violently.

My sister’s clothes are by the side of the pool, he said that, the man said that—

Repatriation of the body

And her camping stuff is in some abandoned car.

Repatriation of the body

Her bag was there too. Was that where her phone was, then? The one I’ve just rung? I imagine it out there somewhere, just ringing, ringing, ringing on the other side of the world.

Rob doesn’t think she’d have had a diving accident, that she’s too good for that.

My head begins to whirl with confused questions. So what has happened?

Her clothes, her clothes were lying on the ground …

I start to feel sick, like I’m clutching onto the centre of a roundabout that someone is deliberately spinning too fast. I grip the edge of the desk as bile rises in my throat.

Rob appears in the doorway. ‘Matty’s actually gone back down …’ I lift my head – he’s what? – and Rob catches sight of me. ‘Hey! Hey, sweetheart!’ He hastens over, twists our office chair so I’m facing him and tries to hug me to his body, but I’m starting to hyperventilate, attempting to gulp air, eyes wide and wet with terrified tears.

‘Mathias didn’t feed? He needs …’

‘He’s fine,’ he says. ‘Kate, talk to me.’

‘I can’t think straight,’ I gasp. ‘I can’t – I don’t understand. She can’t be in Mexico – there’s a mistake. Someone has made a mistake. It’s not her. I should call Will – he’ll know where Anya is. I mean, you don’t always tell your family what’s going on, but she’ll have told him, right?’ I scrabble frantically for my phone.

‘Don’t!’ Rob firmly takes the mobile from me and sets it down on the desk. ‘It’s the middle of the night, it’ll just make him feel like you are now. We should hang on. Kate look at me, look at me,’ he instructs, and takes both my hands. ‘Calm down.’

‘Someone must have made a mistake!’ I repeat frantically.

‘Don’t talk, just focus on breathing.’ He takes a few deep inhalations along with me. ‘You’re in shock. That’s it – just breathe.’ He tries to make some soothing shhhh noises and finally pulls me to him. ‘She’s going to be OK,’ he whispers, kissing the top of my head furiously. ‘I promise you. She’s going to be OK.’

But his words have exactly the opposite effect that he intends. They are not warm and comforting, something I can wrap myself securely in; instead their lifeless familiarity drapes damply over me, and begins to cling. ‘She’ll be OK,’ he says again.

Except sometimes people are not OK; no matter how much you would give for it to be otherwise. He doesn’t know that Anya is going to be all right; he doesn’t know it at all. I have to lean my head on his tummy so he can’t see my eyes fill up with tears. I feel unbearably alone, even though he is holding me – how is that possible? ‘Soft pillow for you,’ he tries to joke as he strokes my hair.

I attempt to focus on the repetition of his fingers moving. It’s not his fault – not even slightly his fault – but Rob doesn’t understand how dangerous it is to make promises like that. You believe what you are being told because you so, so want it to be true … and only later do you realise that they are just words people say when they want more than anything to help, but that actually, they can’t control outcomes any more than you can.

‘She’ll be OK,’ he insistently repeats.

Which is when my phone begins to ring again.



Chapter Three


We both lunge for it at the same time.

‘Let me,’ Rob says quickly, and for once, I do.

‘Hello? Yes it is … OK. Right … So you’ve got … that’s great.’ My heart jolts with hope, even though to my frustration he doesn’t say anything else, just listens. ‘So, two?’ he says after a pause. Two what? Two a.m.? When’s that? How far ahead or behind us are they? Didn’t that man say it was night there? ‘OK, yes, please do. Thanks … Yes, I will. Thank you.’

He hangs up and I wait, not daring to say a thing. ‘Right,’ he exhales. ‘Two divers are definitely on their way. They’ll be searching the water very soon.’ He smiles encouragingly at me.

I stare at him. Rob is a good person – a very good person with the gentlest soul. At school he was the fit fifth-former everyone fancied, and I was a lowly second-year who wordlessly handed him 10p when he was short for a can of Coke in the queue at the Spar, holding my breath because I was actually standing right behind Rob Palmer. ‘Thanks!’ He’d taken it and grinned. ‘I might just marry you when you grow up!’

He swears he doesn’t remember saying it – but those nine words were enough to fuel years of fantasising, even though he left before sixth form and I eventually went off to university. I’d been living back at home for a few months when, to my surprise, he came up to me in one of the local pubs, cleared his throat and said kindly, ‘It’s Kate, isn’t it? Can I buy you a drink?’

He did, and that night he walked me home before hesitantly kissing me and asking if he could see me again. Rob Palmer wanted to see me. And at what was then the worst time of my life, he was just what I needed. Eight on-and-off years later, true to his word, I married my childhood sweetheart.

Which is exactly what he is – a sweetheart – but Rob, you cannot possibly think that two divers arriving to search the water is in any way heartening news. I don’t want there to be any divers! None. I want Anya to ring me right this second!

There must be something in the look on my face, or a lack of colour; maybe I sway, I don’t know, but Rob says quickly, ‘Don’t move, OK? I’m going to get you a drink,’ and he hurries from the room.
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