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Prologue


She knocks on the door three times, but there’s no reply. That’s not unusual; it’s just before six in the morning. This is the best time to catch people at home – not yet awake, not at work, not off their faces on drink or drugs (not generally, anyway).


Her colleague taps the window with the knuckle of his index finger. There’s a glow from the television in the gap between the curtains, but there’s no movement or sound from inside.


‘Think we’d better get Doris to work,’ she says, picking up the door enforcer.


It takes her two smacks of the battering ram for the door to give way. There’s resistance from the other side. He pushes the door harder. It doesn’t budge.


‘Want some help there?’ she says, laughing.


‘Fuck off,’ he says, as a droplet of sweat runs down his left temple.


She puts both her hands on the door at waist height, standing on tiptoes as she pushes.


Slowly, it opens.


The mountain of mail is almost a third of the height of the door.


‘Shit,’ he says, treading over the pile. ‘It looks like no one’s opened this door in years.’


‘Or someone’s made it look like that,’ she says, following him inside.


‘How would they have done that? Jumped out of the window afterwards?’


‘Just an idea.’ She shrugs. ‘But we’re not paid for our ideas, are we?’


‘It’s only council tax arrears,’ he says. ‘It’s not like we’re searching for drugs.’


She sniffs the air. ‘It’s a bit musty in here … a really weird sweet smell … like a rubbish dump.’


‘Weird,’ he says, opening the door to one of the bedrooms. ‘It’s pretty tidy so far.’


There are photos on the hallway wall. Various framed pictures of the same couple. In most of them, they’re smiling.


She follows him into the kitchen.


‘Jesus Christ,’ he says, walking over to the sink.


There’s a bowl of unwashed dishes covered in cobwebs – the mould has decayed into dust. A plastic milk bottle stands on the counter. He picks it up, giving it a shake; it sounds as though rocks are inside.


‘What’s the date on the bottle?’ she says, looking around the tiny kitchen.


The clock has stopped on a quarter to twelve; the shelves above the fridge are also draped in thick cobwebs.


‘Twenty-fourth of March,’ he says, leaning towards the window for light. ‘Two thousand and seventeen.’


‘Bloody hell,’ she says. ‘How could this place have been empty for so long?’


He shrugs.


‘I’m going for a look around.’


She ducks her head around the door to a small bathroom. There are bottles of shampoo and shower gel on the window sill. The first bedroom is neat, tidy. The double bed has a navy throw tucked in with hospital corners. The second bedroom has shoes and women’s clothes littered on the floor. A sparkly dress hangs on a metal coat hanger from the curtain rail.


‘In here!’ he shouts from another room.


She recognises the panic in his voice – they’ve worked together for three years.


‘Though I don’t think they’re going anywhere,’ he says as she reaches the doorway to the living room.


Lying on the sofa, facing the television, is a body. Not much of it is left. The face, arms and hands are little more than skeletal remains. A shroud of black is stained on the sofa around it.


She drops to the floor, her hand covering her nose and her mouth.


‘Is it a man or a woman?’ she says, almost breathless.


She wants to be at home, shower the death from her skin; breathe in the fresh air and be free from the decay in this flat.


That’s what the smell was: decay.


‘I don’t know,’ he says quietly. ‘I can’t tell from the clothes.’ He takes out his phone. ‘Police, please.’


She looks around the living room. On the coffee table are two wine glasses stained red at the bottom. On the floor, near the settee – inches from the corpse’s dangling hand – are three wrapped presents.


She glances at the body again.


Its face is lit by the glow of the snow on the soundless television.


A face that couldn’t be seen from the gap between the curtains.


A face that nobody has missed for almost two years.




PART ONE
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Sarah


No amount of concealer will disguise the dark circles under Sarah’s eyes. Her shoulder-length brown hair is pulled into an unflattering (but practical) ponytail, leaving her too-pale skin exposed. She wishes she could look amazing with little effort, but she’s never been bothered enough.


She dabs some blusher onto her cheeks using her fingers but it’s no use; she’s always been crap with make-up. Now she looks like a clown that’s been brought back from the dead.


Loud crashes came from the flat below at 5.58 this morning, though she’d been clock-watching long before that. The stomping of feet on wooden floors alongside muffled voices followed that. Sarah couldn’t hear what they were saying, although she can hear every word from the young couple in the flat above when they yell at each other in the early hours.


It’s the first time she’s heard anything from the flat downstairs since she and her son Alex moved in two years ago. They’d assumed it was empty as she was vaguely aware of the residents in every other flat in the block.


At least she didn’t have to listen to Rob snoring all night. He’s been working away for the past three days. Sarah would never admit it to him, but she loves sleeping alone. He doesn’t officially live here yet – she’s hesitant to make it official. After being married to Alex’s dad for nearly twenty years, she doesn’t take her independence lightly.


Rob mustn’t realise that. He’s telephoned every morning and night, which gets a little annoying – suffocating almost. They run out of things to say five minutes in because they always talk about the same things: what he’s having for lunch, how tired Sarah is, and exciting plans for the weekend they never stick to.


He thinks Sarah misses him too much. When he first started going away, she reminded him that she was perfectly fine alone with Alex – she’d been a lone parent for over a year before they met. But Rob doesn’t like to think of himself as dispensable. She learned just recently that Rob had only one proper relationship before her. He said it was two years ago and only lasted a couple of months. Sarah didn’t probe him too much as he seemed uncomfortable talking about it. He’s nearly ten years younger than Sarah.


‘She was someone I worked with,’ he said. ‘I was too focused on my career. It didn’t end well.’ He said that she messaged him constantly for weeks after he ended it. When Sarah asked him her name, he said it didn’t matter. Sarah found herself doubting that the woman even existed; his mother didn’t seem to know anything about her. Sarah didn’t know why she asked – it was curiosity rather than jealousy.


When Sarah first met Rob, he said he’d just come back from backpacking around Europe two years ago (which she thought he exaggerated a bit – he wasn’t a camping sort of guy). There was no mention of a relationship. But then, that’s normal when you meet someone new, isn’t it? Perhaps he had travelled with this mystery woman and wanted to play it down so Sarah wouldn’t ask any more questions. Rob has never asked Sarah about her marriage to Andy. She thought it was either that he didn’t like to think of her with anyone else or he didn’t really care. Probably the latter.


Sarah flings the make-up case onto the bed and sits down to put on the ugly (but practical) flat work shoes. They have a thick sole that gives her a couple of inches in height, but that’s the only good thing about them. Thankfully, her feet are hidden behind the counter most of the time.


Why does she work somewhere that opens so early? If she were twenty years younger, she could have been a student who had the opportunity to lie in bed all day. Working in a café seemed the perfect job: flexible hours that fit in with her studies and a decent wage to top up the maintenance loan. But the early mornings are a killer. She never seems to feel anything but tired for the rest of the day.


She stands, walks across the hall and opens Alex’s door, peering inside. He doesn’t usually wake before seven thirty. His room smells of sweaty socks and Lynx deodorant, but at least he’s tidy – his clothes are in the wash basket, albeit overflowing.


‘Alex,’ she hisses. ‘Don’t sleep through your alarm. You’ll get into trouble if you’re late again. It’s an important year this year.’


He groans, flops an arm over the covers and pulls them over his head. Sarah tiptoes to the bedside cabinet and grabs his mobile phone. She places it on the floor near the door. It’s evil, but it’s the only way he’ll get out of bed.


‘What time is it?’ his muffled voice says.


‘Quarter past seven.’


He groans again.


‘It can’t be that time already.’


‘Tell me about it,’ says Sarah. ‘But I told Kim I’d open up the café this morning. I’ll ring you later.’


He sticks his hand out of the dark blue quilt and waves.


Sarah puts on her coat, wraps the scarf around her neck, and opens the front door.


It’s freezing outside the flat, and the concrete balcony offers no shelter from the bitter wind. She looks over the top of it, which is just above waist height, and still her legs feel like jelly. There’s an ambulance parked across the bays, but no lights are flashing. She takes the stairs (the lift is old and it creaks and she’s only on the first floor) and finds Mr Bennett from number twelve loitering by the double doors to the ground-floor flats. His first name’s Sylvester but she can’t bring herself to call him that without thinking of the cartoon cat. He usually wears a scarf, gloves and a tweed cap when it’s this cold, but he’s wearing a beige cardigan and tartan slippers.


‘Morning, Sarah,’ he says, without his usual cheer.


He rubs his gloveless hands together, his breath a white cloud that evaporates around his face.


‘You’re up early,’ she says, frowning and stepping closer to him. ‘Are you all right?’


‘I only went to pop this in the bins,’ he lifts up a small carrier bag, the smell of cooked fish wafts in the air, ‘but I couldn’t get near them.’ He moves his head closer to Sarah’s, his teeth gently chattering. ‘I think they’ve found a body.’


‘What? Who? Where?’ A shiver runs through her – from both the cold and the sinister visions running through her mind. ‘It’s not Mrs Gibson, is it? She’s not been too well, has she?’


Mr Bennett shakes his head.


‘No, no,’ he says. ‘It was found in the flat near the bins.’ He narrows his eyes. ‘Been there a while from what I gather. It certainly explains a few things. Do you remember that smell? Not long after you moved in, I think. Everyone thought it was a dead animal … and so many flies.’


Sarah’s hand goes to her mouth. ‘Good grief,’ she says. It’s only because she’s talking to Mr Bennett that she doesn’t swear or blaspheme, though she doesn’t know if he’s religious. ‘That was years ago.’


‘I know,’ he says. ‘I feel terrible for not kicking up more of a fuss, but my wife Angela had just passed. That’s why I remember the smell and the timing of you moving in.’ His eyes are wide and watery. ‘Oh, it’s just awful. That poor soul inside … I must have walked past there hundreds of times.’ He takes an envelope from his pocket. ‘I found this on the floor – I shouldn’t have taken it, really. I just wanted to know who it is … was. There must’ve been hundreds behind the door for them not to notice some escaping. I can’t make out the name … I’m not wearing my reading glasses.’


He hands it to Sarah, his hands shaking slightly.


‘Robin Hartley,’ she reads from the envelope, which also states This is not a circular. ‘Is that a man or a woman?’


‘A man,’ says Mr Bennett. ‘I think my Angela was friends with his wife. I can’t remember her name. I haven’t seen her for a long time … five years, at least.’


‘Could it be his wife they found inside?’


‘I don’t know. They might’ve moved. That letter could’ve been sent to the wrong address.’


He’s right. There’s a small possibility that the random envelope Mr Bennett picked up was addressed to a previous owner. A few of these flats have a high turnover of tenants. Sarah’s always getting mail for at least three different people.


Sarah chances one more question – Mr Bennett seems distressed, confused.


‘When was the last time you saw Robin Hartley?’


He frowns and looks to the concrete floor, then to the large shared garden behind them.


‘I can’t remember. A few years ago. Their kiddie used to play with our grandson.’ His gaze returns to the doors, but his mind seems elsewhere. ‘Happy days, they were. Always noisy, but a good kind of noise.’


Sarah pushes open the door to the ground-floor flats and looks right.


Police tape flaps in the wind. A woman stands a few feet away from it.


‘There’s someone outside the flat,’ Sarah hisses to Mr Bennett. ‘I’m going to have a closer look.’


She tightens the scarf around her neck as she steps over twenty or so envelopes fluttering on the ground that no one seems bothered about. Won’t they be evidence? She picks up a few and stuffs them in her pocket.


Sarah stands next to the woman. Her hair is gathered into a bun at the nape of her neck and she’s wearing a black padded jacket, jeans and heavy boots that wouldn’t look out of place on a building site.


‘Do you know who it is?’ says Sarah.


It takes the woman a few seconds to register Sarah’s presence.


The woman turns to her, frowning. ‘Excuse me?’


‘Do you know whose body it is?’ Sarah says again.


‘Who are you?’


‘I’m Sarah Hayes. I live on the first floor. I thought this flat was empty. Who have they found?’


In the distance, Sarah spots the woman from the flat next door-but-one, hurrying across the car park. Why isn’t she interested in what’s going on here?


‘I found it with my colleague,’ says the woman next to her. ‘And I don’t know who it was.’ She looks pale, as though in shock. She mustn’t be a detective. ‘We came to … there were arrears and we had no choice but to break in. And then we found it. The television was still on … a carton of milk was dated March 2017. There were wrapped presents – they must’ve been for someone. How …’


Her voice drifts to silence. No wonder she looks so terrible – Sarah couldn’t imagine finding a dead body.


‘What did you mean by it?’ says Sarah.


She has tears in her eyes, though she can’t have known the person.


‘There was barely any skin left. It was more of a skele­ton than a body. How could people not have known before? He must’ve been there for years and no one noticed.’


He?


The woman picks up one of the envelopes and stares at the name it’s addressed to, but Sarah can’t make it out from where she’s standing without looking as though she has no personal boundaries.


Sarah’s mobile phone rings. She reaches into her bag.


Shit, it’s Kim. Sarah’s over half an hour late opening the café.


‘Sorry, sorry,’ she says before Kim has time to bollock her. She turns her back on the woman in the padded jacket and walks towards the exit. Mr Bennett must’ve gone home. ‘A body’s been found in the flat below mine. It’s been there for years, apparently.’


‘Are you crying?’ says Kim quietly. ‘Did you know them?’


‘No, I’m just sniffing from the cold. Sorry, I won’t be long.’


‘It’s OK. I couldn’t sleep so I’ve been here since seven.’ A strange gagging noise sounds down the line. ‘To think that for years there’s been a dead body rotting away below you.’


The foyer door slams shut as Sarah walks towards the main road.


‘Thanks, Kim,’ she says. ‘I hadn’t thought of it like that.’


‘Who is it?’


‘One of the envelopes from behind the door is addressed to a man called Robin Hartley.’


‘Oh. Never heard of him,’ says Kim. She sounds disappointed. ‘Well, hurry up, then.’ Sarah rolls her eyes. ‘We can tune the radio to the news station to find out more.’


Kim seems almost excited. Sarah supposes that she needs something to take her mind off things, but it feels wrong. A person has been dead for years and no one has missed them. Sarah will have to get used to this uncomfortable feeling. Studying for her journalism degree has taught her to distance herself from distressing events, though she hasn’t yet mastered total disregard. That’s what keeps her interested in a story: the human connection.


She pockets her phone and crosses the road. A woman, who looks to be in her forties, and dressed in a dark grey trouser suit with a black overcoat, stands on the kerb. There’s a gap in the traffic but she doesn’t move.


Her eyes are on the ground-floor flat. Her gaze suddenly meets Sarah’s.


‘What’s happened over there?’ she says, her voice monotone. ‘There’s an ambulance.’


‘They found a body,’ Sarah says as the wind makes her ponytail whip across her face.


The stranger nods slowly, narrowing her eyes.


‘I knew someone who lived in those flats.’


She pulls a pair of sunglasses from her coat pocket and puts them on, even though the sun is hidden behind thick, grey cloud.


‘Did you know the person at number three?’ says Sarah. ‘That’s where they found the body.’


The woman takes out black gloves from her bag and slowly puts her hands inside them. Sarah feels the skin on her arms prickle.


‘I suppose you could say that,’ she says. ‘Thank you for your time.’


Sarah watches as she turns and walks away.


The woman doesn’t look back.
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Laura


There was a lot of noise coming from one of the other flats early this morning, which is typical as it’s the first time in months – years even – that I’ve had to set my alarm clock. I needn’t have bothered, but I’ve an interview for a position in telemarketing. I don’t know why I applied – I hate speaking to people on the telephone and I’ve zero experience in anything. They must be desperate to consider me. I’ve heard these jobs are brutal, but I’ve got to show that I’m actively seeking employment. Dad’s savings are running low; I knew I wouldn’t be able to live on them forever.


I stand in front of the only mirror in the flat, which is in the bathroom. It’s so old that there are patches of black where the silver has worn off. My hair still looks OK from the cut and blow dry Mandy gave me when she came round yesterday. She said to wear a shower cap or a hat in the night to keep its shape, but that was a ridiculous idea. She’s always coming out with nonsense.


Perhaps that makes her sound like a friend, but she isn’t. She’s a mobile hairdresser – another thing I in­heri­ted from Dad. I don’t want her to do my hair any more. She always cuts it the same – two inches below my shoulders, but I can’t tell her I want a change in case I offend her and she shaves my head in revenge. When I asked for a fringe a few months ago, she narrowed her eyes – the scissors two inches from my face – and said, ‘I style your hair to suit you … your face and your personality. I think it looks better as it is.’


I didn’t ask again. I daydream about getting highlights in the salon on the high street – you get a free cup of tea, too (or a glass of Prosecco, which everyone seems to be drinking these days). But instead, Mandy cuts my hair in our – my tiny kitchen.


Yesterday, I pretended to read War and Peace (opened it in the middle and turned the pages occasionally) so she wouldn’t try to talk to me, but it didn’t work.


‘How long has it been now?’ she said, putting a towel around my shoulders and stuffing the edge into my collar.


‘Four months,’ I said.


‘And it’ll be the first time you’ve been outside ­properly?’


Don’t be so ridiculous, I wanted to say, but instead I just said, ‘Yes.’


It’d give her something to talk about.


‘Oh, Laura,’ she said. ‘I often think about you here on your own.’


Not often enough for you to pop round in-between appointments, I didn’t say, because that would’ve been my worst nightmare. My eyes were watering as she dragged her comb through my knotted damp hair.


‘You should get into online dating,’ she said. ‘I met my Charlie online.’


From what I gathered from her previous monologues, her Charlie sounded a bit of a dick, so she wasn’t exactly selling it to me.


‘But you’re only young,’ she said, not waiting for a reply as usual. ‘You’re only twenty-four, twenty-five?’


‘I’m thirty in a few weeks,’ I said.


Twelve years she’s been coming, and she couldn’t remember how old I was.


‘No way!’ she said. ‘I’d have said ten years younger than that.’


She didn’t, though, did she?


What she actually meant was that I was a little bit fat and my chubbiness irons out any wrinkles I might have had if I was skinny. My mum used to call me her little pudding. Even at seven, I knew it wasn’t a positive term of endearment.


‘So, when did you last have a boyfriend?’ she said.


Why was everything about men with Mobile Mandy?


‘When I was about eighteen,’ I said.


‘Really? I didn’t notice!’


‘Neither did he,’ I said, but she didn’t laugh.


She thinks I’m always so serious because of what I’ve had to deal with.


‘Has your mum been in contact since—’


‘No,’ I said.


Uncharacteristically, she finally took the hint and began humming along to the Eighties station on her portable radio. You can see why I’ve had the same hairstyle for all these years out of politeness. It’d be easier for me if she died, so I wouldn’t have to worry about it any more. But, at the end, when Dad was really bad, I used to think that about him. And it’s true: you should be very careful what you wish for.


The silence of the flat (which I haven’t quite got used to yet) is interrupted by my mobile timer going off – signalling it’s time for me to leave for the bus.


As I open my front door, I see an ambulance and a few police cars in the car park. There’s knocking on doors from the flats above. Police doing their rounds, probably. I peak out of our— my front door, but they’re not on this floor yet.


There seems to be no activity inside the ambulance. A couple in one of the flats upstairs are always screaming and throwing things at each other, but I heard nothing like that last night. He must be away again. It’s nice and peaceful when it’s just her. I don’t know their names – nor anyone else’s in this block. Most people kept away when Dad was ill – as though he were infectious – and it’s still the same now, with me.


I suppose I’ll find out if anything serious happened on the news when I get back home.


It’s taken me two buses to get here: the middle of nowhere. There was a woman in the seat in front of me, sniffing. A commuter, probably. If I get this job and her cold, I’ll be sure to let her know how much I appreciate her spreading it about everywhere.


We had to be careful about germs with Dad. He used to make me sit in my room all day when I had a cold. Admittedly, that wasn’t often because we rarely went out. We even had our shopping delivered.


Now, I’m walking down a path alongside a dual carriage­way with signs pointing to a nearby Asda. I’ll have to learn to drive if I get this job. I’m the only one on this pavement and it looks brand new. A roller-­skater’s dream, my friend Chloe and I would’ve said twenty years ago.


I reach the huge grey box of a building called Enterprise House. Its intercom is next to glass double doors that you can’t see through. They’re for security, I imagine, but I doubt there’s much worth stealing.


I press the buzzer and static sounds through the inter­com, but nobody speaks.


‘It’s Laura Aspinall,’ I say. ‘I’m here for the— ’


The doors slide open.


I introduce myself again to the distracted, uninterested receptionist and he tells me where to go.


Luckily, there are also giant arrows – printed on A4 laminated paper – to guide me along corridors and through more double doors.


My destination is a printed Your Here! in comic sans.


Jesus. Mum would’ve walked straight out, citing the bad grammar, irregular capitalisation and unprofessional font as unacceptable. She was a bit of a snob, but I have to agree with her on this one.


There are three other candidates sitting on chairs along the wall. Only one of them looks up from his phone. He raises his eyebrows in a feeble acknow­ledgement, or hello, or whatever it’s meant to mean. A woman, younger than I am, dashes out of the interview room in tears. She runs down the corridor as fast as her heels will allow.


What the hell have the interviewers said to her? I’ve heard that working in sales is merciless. She obviously isn’t cut out for it. Neither am I, but it’s my first-ever interview – at least I’m showing willing by turning up.


I’m relieved that the crying woman was alone, though. One of the assistants at the job centre said that some companies have introduced group interviews. I imagine them to be like AA meetings, except people try to trump each other with experience and confidence.


After two people have gone in and out and, after what feels like hours (but is probably only forty-five minutes), the interview door opens again. A man sticks his head out.


‘Laura Aspinall.’


Finally!


They must have told all of us candidates the same time, which is quite rude, but obviously I don’t mention it. Eight thirty is ridiculously early for an interview, though it’s one way of skimming off the lazy ones.


I walk into the interview room as the man walks behind a desk. It’s very bland in here, as one would expect. The walls and furniture are beige, off-white and grey. The man sits next to a woman; they both look very young. There’s a window behind them, offering views of the M6. How depressing. And I thought the sights from the flats were bad.


I think they’re introducing themselves, but I can’t hear their words. I’m so nervous. They look so self-­assured and polished. My hands are clammy; I hope they don’t expect me to shake theirs.


I’m standing in front of them, but I haven’t said anything yet. They must think I’m an idiot. A very punctual idiot.


I don’t know if I can do this. I’m tempted to run out of the room, too.


The woman smiles, flashing unnaturally white teeth, and gestures for me to sit down on the plastic chair. I already know I’m going to leave a sweat patch on it when I stand back up.


There’s a few seconds’ silence as they peruse my pitiful CV. I have never had a proper job – in fact, I’ve listed myself as a carer even though it was looking after my own father.


‘So,’ says the man, tapping a pen on the desk. He’s twice the size of the woman sitting next to him. He has a beard and his hair is closely clipped at the sides with a small quiff at the front. He doesn’t suit the hipster look – he’s trying a little too hard. The cufflinks on his shirt sleeves are a pair of dice. I bet he imagines himself as lucky – a bit of a chancer. ‘It says here that you were home-schooled from the age of eleven.’


‘Yes,’ I say. It comes out as a whisper.


I clear my throat and repeat it a little too loudly.


I should’ve lied about the home-schooling. Do they ever check things like that?


‘And you gained five GCSEs?’ says the woman. (I wish I’d listened when they gave their names.)


She says it as though it’s a question, perhaps surprised that I managed to scrape such a number of quali­fications.


‘That’s right,’ I say.


I’m clasping my hands on my lap – on the advice of a blogger as the most appropriate of interview poses – and my legs are crossed at the ankle. If you’d just met me, you’d think I was sophistication personified. Until you heard me speak. I’ve the broadest of Lancashire accents after being socialised from the age of eleven by a man from Burnley (Dad).


‘And you were taught by …?’ she says.


‘My dad. He had MS, so I stayed at home with him.’


‘Was he a qualified secondary school teacher?’ he says.


His eyes are almost black and his gaze is unwavering as though he’s trying to read my thoughts.


Dad wasn’t a secondary school teacher. But it was what it was. At least I passed English and Maths.


‘Yes,’ I say, anyway.


These questions are hardly pertinent to talking to people on the phone all day. I’ve read that Alan Sugar left school with just one ‘O’ level and look where he is now.


I try not to sigh aloud.


‘You stayed at home with your dad?’ says the woman. ‘Where was your mum?’


She leans forward and rests her chin in the cup of her hand.


‘Er …’


The man next to her clears his throat and I want to hug him. I shouldn’t have judged him so quickly.


She sits up straight.


I hope she’s had a word with herself about her sexist attitude.


‘Did you find that you missed out on the social aspect of secondary school?’ she says, tilting her head to the side like she feels sorry for me.


‘Nah,’ I say. ‘Dad had his friends round sometimes. I was good at predicting the winners of the horse-racing … they said I was their lucky charm.’


Her eyebrows rise. I bet she has visions of my home as a crack den; the poor, suffering teenage daughter – a reluctant waitress for her dad’s friends. Or perhaps she has more sinister, seedy ideas.


‘I see.’ She wiggles her bottom in the chair, pulling her skirt further over her knees. I bet she doesn’t leave a sweat patch when she stands. ‘Well, let’s get straight onto the practical element of the interview, shall we?’


As though speaking to them wasn’t practical enough. I’m dreading what they have in store for me. It’s enough to make a person cry, apparently.


Two laminated sheets are slid towards me on the table.


Hello, my name is ____. Are you the bill payer in the household?


No > Is it possible to speak to the bill payer?


Yes> I’m calling from PeopleServe Northwest. I can guarantee that we can save you at least one hundred pounds on your annual energy bill. Do you have a few minutes to spare?


This is going to be hell.
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The corpse on the stretcher was encased in a black plastic body bag. There was hardly any substance to it from what I could see, and I couldn’t get too close.


I’ve been looking it up online. Underground, embalmed and sealed in a casket, a body can take over eight years to become a skeleton. But this body has been exposed to heat and light. I’m sure the heating was still on when I left. And one of the windows used to always come open. Single glazing, rotten wood.


There must have been insects that contributed to its decay. I read, too, that flies can smell meat from up to seven kilometres away.


Of course, there are teeth and hair that will remain – obvious DNA sources. But I tried to make sure none of my DNA remained in that flat. The old cliché needle in a haystack springs to mind. No one knows I was there.


Except you.


A body that hasn’t been missed by anyone but me.


It happened so quickly – I thought it was meant to take longer than it did.


If you heard me now, you’d think I was inhuman. I’m not.


I don’t know whether to run. Or hide.


I’ve got too much to stay for.
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Sarah


The darkness of the morning follows Sarah inside the café. The subtle wall lights Kim had installed have the same effect as birthday candles in a power cut. There’s a quietness to the café, but Sarah might be imagining it. Even though she’s nearly an hour late, it’s still early.


The cold outside and the heat and steam inside have clouded the windows.


‘I’ve heard nothing on the news,’ Kim shouts across.


‘It hasn’t been that long,’ says Sarah quietly, to try to counteract Kim’s holler.


Sarah takes off her coat and walks into the back room, grabbing her apron and looping it around her neck.


‘Shall I prep some more bacon?’ she says, walking into the kitchen.


There are several lone diners who look like they want a bit of peace.


‘May as well,’ says Kim, staring at her mobile phone.


Sarah peels slimy slices of bacon from the plastic packet and lays them on the griddle. The pungent steam blasts her face. She wishes she hadn’t offered to do this. She’s heard that bacon cooking smells like burning flesh.


‘Have you checked Twitter?’ says Sarah.


Kim shakes her head.


‘I’m on a social media break, remember.’


‘Yeah, looks like it,’ says Sarah.


‘It’s just BBC News.’ She sighs, putting her mobile into the pocket of her pinny. ‘I’m not going to lie to you about something so trivial.’


Kim had tortured herself looking at he-who-can’t-be-named’s profile with pictures of his new life on Facebook.


‘I thought you’d have got over that,’ says Sarah, flipping over rows of bacon. ‘What with you having a new boyfriend.’


Two police cars race past on the main road. Two of the customers look up; the others must be used to it.


‘Think it’s a bit late for the blues and twos,’ says Kim. ‘A few years too late.’


Sarah tightens her apron again, tying it twice around her middle.


‘It’s not funny, Kim. Imagine people not noticing you’d died.’


Kim sighs.


‘I often imagine that,’ she says. ‘Especially after a few wines when Max has stood me up.’


Kim must’ve had a few wines last night. She’s always maudlin when she’s hungover.


‘Wine won’t help,’ says Sarah. ‘You shouldn’t drink alone.’


Sarah feels a bit hypocritical. She was no stranger to a bottle of wine in the evening before she and Andy separated. The only reason she didn’t drink as much now was because she couldn’t afford it.


She grabs the three outstanding order tickets from the bulldog clips hanging from the bottom of the cake display cabinet. Inside it are freshly made cream scones, custard slices, Manchester tarts and flapjacks. Two years ago, she used to drool over them (not literally – health and safety), but now she’s so used to being around and smelling food, it’s hard to find her appetite.


Beans on toast; egg on toast; toasted teacake.


There’s nothing in the toaster; no eggs in the frying pan; no beans on the hob. From the angry glances and inflated chests, the customers have been waiting a while.


Sarah doesn’t say anything. Kim is her boss, even though they’ve become good friends these past couple of years.


She cracks two eggs into hot oil. Most of the time, the regulars order the same meal every visit so Sarah can prepare the meals without much thought.


Kim’s leaning against the counter in front of the toaster. Sarah nudges her gently aside as she pops in a teacake and four slices of bread.


Sarah knows that Kim’s waiting for her to ask more about Max standing her up last night, but Sarah hasn’t the energy for it. It happens a lot – Max treating Kim like shit. Sarah hasn’t met him to make a judgement, but so far, Kim has found pictures of topless women on his phone; saw him in town with one of his daughter’s friends (just turned twenty); and has let her down at the last minute countless times. His name might not even be Max, and Sarah seriously doubts that he used to be a fighter pilot.


‘So,’ says Sarah. ‘Who do you think it is? Mr Bennett says Robin Hartley used to live in the flat below me but can’t remember if he left.’


Kim drags her gaze away from the floor.


‘Mr Bennett? Is he still alive?’


‘Yes,’ says Sarah. She takes a deep breath. ‘Did Robin Hartley ever come in here?’


‘I don’t usually ask people their full names,’ says Kim. ‘And I think I’d remember someone called Robin – we don’t get many of them around here.’


‘There was a woman standing opposite the flats when I left,’ says Sarah. ‘She acted a bit strange when I asked her if she knew who lived there … said that she knew someone. Don’t you think that’s a bit odd?’


‘Yeah, it’s a bit odd.’


She’s not even bloody listening properly.


The toast pops up, but Kim doesn’t notice. She’s now staring at the blue light of the insect killer. Sarah grabs the slices and plates the orders.


‘Didn’t anyone notice the smell?’ says Kim, raising her voice across the room as Sarah delivers the food to the tables. ‘It must’ve stunk of rotten flesh.’


‘Kim!’ Sarah hisses as she walks back to the kitchen. ‘You can’t say things like that around food.’


Kim grimaces.


‘Half of this lot are deaf, anyway.’


‘I heard that,’ shouts Mr Lovelady (a surname everyone remembers).


Sarah presses her lips together and covers her mouth. She stands with her back to the customers.


‘It’s weird, isn’t it?’ says Kim. ‘Finding a body after so long in a place they lived.’


Sarah uncovers her mouth – her urge to laugh out loud has vanished.


‘It is,’ she says. ‘I’d understand if a body was found at the bottom of the river, or buried in the woods, but this person was in a flat … the television was left on … letters were posted through the door. How is it possible that no one noticed him gone?’


Kim tilts her head to the side.


‘It’s really sad, isn’t it?’ she says, stepping towards the counter. She almost shoves Sarah out of the way. ‘Yes, love. What can I get for you?’


Sarah turns around to see a woman is waiting. Her cheeks are rosy from the cold.


‘Oh, hello again,’ says Sarah.


The woman is still wearing the black hat. She takes it off and light brown curls ping back into shape, resting on her shoulders and around her face.


‘This is the first time I’ve been in here,’ she says.


She gives a light, nervous laugh. She looks to Kim, then back at Sarah.


‘I saw you opposite the flats, didn’t I,’ says Sarah. ‘You asked about the body that was found.’


‘I … oh yes … sorry, I didn’t recognise you.’


People always say that to Sarah. She thinks it’s because she has such an unremarkable, forgettable face.


‘Are you a journalist?’ says Kim. ‘Is that why you were asking?’


‘God, no.’ The woman laughs, glancing behind her.


Kim narrows her eyes.


‘Sarah here is studying to be a journalist.’


‘Sorry. No offence.’


The woman’s face flushes slightly.


‘Did you know Robin Hartley?’ says Sarah.


‘Not when—’ She bites her bottom lip. ‘No, I didn’t know him. I knew someone who did know him, though.’


‘Have you spoken to the police?’ says Sarah. ‘If you have information, you should tell them.’


The woman opens her mouth and closes it again.


‘How did you find out about it?’ says Sarah. ‘It was only a couple of hours ago. It’s not been on the radio yet.’


‘I’ve got to go. Thanks for the …’


She darts her eyes around and dashes out of the café, slamming the door so hard that the lights on the wall flicker.
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