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Prologue


Bernie: 2020 – The morning of the day she goes missing


Bernie McLaughlin made her way up the narrow flight of stairs, the treads squeaking and groaning with each step as she carried her son’s morning mug of tea. She was so exhausted she felt more like eighty-four than sixty-four. She had one of her terrible headaches again and hadn’t slept very well. She’d recently cut down her hours at the minimarket and the launderette, but retirement was still a whole nine months away and, on days like this, she felt it couldn’t come around quickly enough.


Reaching Connor’s room she gently knocked on his door to the rhythm of ‘How Much Is That Doggie in the Window?’ It was their silly tradition, a joke from way, way back when he was small and she’d wake him up for school. Somehow it had lasted until now, even though – at nearly twenty-seven – her son was a grown man, and his musical tastes had long since moved on.


‘Morning, sleepyhead. I’ve got a really good feeling that today is going to be a wonderful day.’


Despite the warmth of her greeting, Connor was rolled up in his duvet like a caterpillar in a chrysalis and barely moved as she cleared a space amongst the clutter on his bedside table – an iPad, his mobile, headphones, glasses and two empty cans of Vimto – and set down the mug of tea.


Perching on the edge of his bed, she switched on the bedside lamp, gently rubbing his arm, and as she did so took in the posters on the walls, all of them of Metallica, his favourite band. She didn’t understand the appeal personally – it was all just noise and shouting to her – but for some reason Connor loved them.


‘Morning, Mum,’ he said eventually opening his eyes and yawning.


‘And good morning to you too, sunshine. You were so fast asleep there I thought I was going to have to throw a bucket of water over you to wake you up!’


Laughing, Connor squeezed her hand gently. ‘I know you wouldn’t do that. You love me.’


‘Well, you’ve certainly got me there!’ She kissed him on the cheek, revelling in the warmth of his skin. ‘So, what’s made you so tired this morning? Were you up late playing your video games again?’


He nodded sheepishly. ‘I did try to get to bed early but I was at a really good bit and I didn’t want to stop.’


‘So, what time did you come up? Midnight? One in the morning? Two?’


‘Er . . . I think, it might’ve been around two-thirty.’


‘And if you’re telling me, your mother, it was two-thirty, I’m guessing it’ll have been more like three!’ she said, her southern Irish brogue becoming all the more pronounced as it always did when she was annoyed, even though she’d lived in Derby far longer than she’d ever lived in Ballyea. ‘Oh, Connor, what are we going to do with you, eh? We’ve talked about this a hundred times at least! You need to get your sleep, especially when you’ve got work in the morning.’


‘I’m not in until twelve. I swapped shifts with Alan. He’s got a dentist appointment because his back tooth is giving him problems.’


Bernie smiled. ‘Well, that was kind of you, Connor. You’re a good friend to Alan, but it’s really beside the point. Even if I’d have let you sleep until just before it’s time for you go to work, it still wouldn’t be enough. You know what you’re like; you need a solid eight hours at a regular time or you’re all over the place.’ She reached out a hand, and stroked his hair fondly. ‘And you need a good haircut as well! It’s curling under at the back it’s so long.’ She sighed heavily. ‘Anyway, drink your tea, then come down and have some breakfast with me.’


Back down in the kitchen, Bernie flicked on the radio and began preparing breakfast: muesli and toast for her, strawberry-flavoured Pop Tarts and scrambled eggs for Connor. She’d long since grown used to her son’s eccentric breakfast choices; he’d had them ever since he was a toddler. They always went in phases and she knew better than to try and fight them. And yes, Pop Tarts and scrambled eggs might seem unusual to some but she didn’t care. Connor liked them and they made him happy and at the end of the day that was all that really mattered.


Bernie was spooning Connor’s eggs onto his favourite plate, a bright yellow one he refused to let her get rid of despite it being so cracked and chipped it seemed more suitable for putting a plant pot on than a meal, when her son came into the kitchen. He was wearing what he had slept in, his favourite Metallica T-shirt, and boxer shorts.


‘Pop Tarts!’ Grinning from ear to ear he scratched absent-­mindedly at his armpit. ‘Mum, you’re the best!’


Though he’d said this, or some version of it, to her every morning since he could string a sentence together, Bernie never, ever tired of hearing it.


Much as she would’ve loved for them to sit down to breakfast at the table in the back room, she instead followed Connor into the front. Rather than sitting on the sofa he lowered himself into what to her eyes looked like an oversized black and red car seat, but which her son insisted on referring to as a ‘gaming chair’. Bernie hated the thing. She thought it was ugly and looked out of place amongst all of her nice furniture. Worse still, Connor loved it so much he insisted on sitting in it even when the TV was off and he wasn’t playing games. But it made him happy, and so this was yet another sacrifice Bernie was more than willing to make.


They chatted as they ate, Connor telling her how excited he was about his upcoming birthday and how he hoped he was getting some new video games, going on to describe, in great detail, a new one he had his eye on. She’d never really seen the attraction of video games, reasoning that life was challenging enough as it was without adding zombies and warfare into the mix, but then again what did she know? She was a woman nearing retirement and he was a young man with his whole life stretching out before him; it would be more strange if they liked all the same things.


In return Connor asked his mother about her plans for her day off. As a rule she didn’t like lying to her son, and rarely did if she could help it, but today she had reason not to be entirely truthful.


‘I’m just running a few errands this morning and then I might go and see Becky – you know the girl who used to work at the launderette with me. Remember I told you she had a baby? Well, I’m going to go and see how she’s getting along. I’m not sure what time I’ll be back, but chances are it’ll be late as she can talk the hind legs off a donkey! What shift did you say you’re working today?’


He took a bite off the corner of the Pop Tart in his hand. ‘Twelve ’til eight.’


‘So, you’ll be home around half eight, nine then I suppose?’


‘Depends,’ said Connor gravely, ‘these days the drivers on the one-two-five don’t even seem to bother about the timetable in the evening. They just come when they come.’


Bernie smiled, and was about to take a bite of her toast when a familiar figure flashed past the window, the letterbox opened and a pile of post plopped onto the mat.





Connor looked at his watch. ‘Seventeen minutes early? I wonder what’s going on there, then?’


‘Probably wants to get home and work on that garden of his,’ said Bernie, who only knew about the new lawn the postman had recently laid because Connor had told her about it after talking to him at length when he’d delivered one of her son’s new games.


‘I think you’re right,’ said Connor. ‘I think he told me he’s starting on his borders this week.’


Later, as her son played on his PlayStation, Bernie collected the plates, took them to the kitchen and washed them up before heading upstairs to get ready.


Today is not going to be like any other Monday, she thought as she stood in front of her wardrobe picking out her outfit for the day. Today is going to be different.


She then dressed and did her hair and make-up before returning to her bedroom where she pulled out the top drawer of her chest of drawers, the one where she kept all her shirts and blouses, and reached right to the back, searching until she found what she was looking for. After taking out the envelope she removed the ­money inside and carefully counted it. Once, twice, and a third time for good measure. Resealing the envelope, she was about to take it downstairs when she heard people talking outside.


Always more than a little curious to know what was going on in the street, she went to the window. It was Bev talking to the Kennedys, yet another family who had taken the council’s blood money and agreed to move out of Hope Street. As if sensing she was being observed, Bev suddenly looked up towards the house, causing Bernie to quickly pull back from the window. Though she and Bev were best friends, they were currently not on speaking terms after Bernie took offence when Bev revealed a couple of weeks ago that she too was seriously thinking about accepting the council’s offer. ‘I mean, we’re never going to beat them,’ she’d said. ‘They’re the council, and they’ve got more lawyers and what-have-you than you can shake a stick at. Plus, with my arthritis the way it is, I’m telling you, if they offered me a ground-floor flat I think I’d bite their hand off.’


Bernie had tried her best to talk her friend round but in the end they’d argued, and words had been said. Though she was sure she’d forgive Bev at some point in the future, for the time being she was finding it hard to get over what felt, to her, like the ultimate betrayal. This was her home and she would fight tooth and nail for it, and until now she’d thought Bev had felt the same.


Heading downstairs Bernie slipped the envelope into her handbag before putting on her shoes and coat. It was a relatively cool March morning and rain-free at home in Derby but when she’d looked at the weather on her phone earlier that morning, much to her displeasure it was forecast to rain where she was going. Still, she thought, she had her coat and her umbrella so she was sure she’d be okay.


‘Right then, I’ll be getting off,’ she said to Connor as she returned to the living room. Her son didn’t respond, and it was then she realised he was wearing his headphones. She wasn’t keen on the things and was forever worrying about what all that noise would do to his hearing, but the alternative was having to live with the constant soundtrack of guns, bombs, and zombies crying out as they got sliced in two. Anyway, he’d promised he wouldn’t listen to it too loud, although as she stood staring at him she did have to wonder if his opinion on what was loud and her own were even remotely similar.


He must have been completely absorbed in the game because when she tapped him on the shoulder and exclaimed, ‘Connor, can you even hear me in those things?!’ he’d nearly jumped out of his skin.





‘What?’ he asked, bewildered as he removed his headphones.


‘Didn’t we agree that you wouldn’t have the volume on too loud when you’ve got those things on?


‘But . . . but . . . it’s not quite the same if it’s too quiet. But you’re right – it’s bad for my hearing so I promise I’ll turn it down now.’


Bernie smiled. ‘Good, now come and give your mum a kiss.’


Without any resentment Connor got out of his gaming chair and gave her a kiss and a huge hug.


‘Ohhh,’ said Bernie, her voice full of delight. ‘Have I ever told you, you give the best hugs in the world?’


‘Every day,’ said Connor.


‘And do you know why I do that, son?’


‘So that I’ll keep on giving you the best hugs in the world?’


‘Exactly,’ said Bernie smiling. ‘Your hugs are the stuff that keeps your old mum going. Now, like I said, chances are I’ll be back before you get home but if for any reason I’m not don’t forget there’s mini pizzas and oven chips in the freezer, but you must have some peas with it, okay? It’s good to eat your greens.’


‘Okay, Mum,’ said Connor sitting back down in his gaming chair and slipping on his headphones. ‘I’ll see you later.’
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Lila

‘I’m sorry, would you mind repeating that? I don’t think I heard you properly.’

The birdlike face of the elderly woman in the high-backed chair sitting opposite is full of disdain, as if she thinks I’m being deliberately dense.

‘I said, “Nothing,”’ she replies. ‘N-o-t-h-i-n-g. Nothing!’

Shocked and more than a little amused I glance down at the open notebook in my lap in order to compose myself. She’s confused. She has to be.

‘No, Winnie,’ I say raising my voice in case her hearing aids aren’t working. ‘I don’t think you heard me right. What I actually asked is, “What’s the best thing about being one hundred and eight?”’

Grimacing, the woman raises a finger and jabs it in my direction. ‘Of course I heard you! You asked me what’s the best thing about being a hundred and eight and that’s my answer: nothing! There’s not a damn thing that’s good about it! Everyone I’ve ever loved is dead; I can’t get out of this chair without asking one of these idiots to help me up!’ She waves a spindly liver-spotted hand in the direction of one of the young care assistants distributing cups of tea to the residents gathered in the communal lounge. ‘And to top it all, I haven’t had a decent bowel movement in at least fifteen years! Being one hundred and eight isn’t a prize, it’s a pain in the backside, literally! Now go and print that in your stupid rag, and leave me alone!’



Stepping out of the boiling hot care home into the weak May sunshine a short while later, I return to my car. After flinging my bag into the passenger-side footwell, I get in, close my eyes and rest my forehead against the steering wheel wondering what on earth I’m doing with my life.

When I’d gone into local journalism three years ago my friends had all thought me insane. ‘It’s a dying industry,’ they’d said. ‘Ten years from now there won’t be a local newspaper left in the country.’ And those very same friends I’d made on my postgraduate journalism course had of course headed to London, full of dreams of working for one of the nationals or getting into PR with all the prestige and glamour such jobs would afford. But thanks in no small part to my late granddad – a diehard local newspaper journalist himself – I’d grown up believing that being a journalist on a local paper was a noble undertaking. I’d always loved hearing his stories of life at The Exeter Examiner, the paper he’d worked on for his entire career, and he’d always encouraged me to believe in the vital importance of local news. He had great faith in its ability to hold those in power accountable, give voice to local communities, and turn a spotlight on issues deemed insignificant by the nationals but vital to the people living with and affected by them.

However, in my naivety what I hadn’t really anticipated, what I hadn’t truly foreseen was that for every story unearthing a crooked local MP fiddling their expenses, there were a hundred more about charitable donations from local businesses (complete with obligatory oversized cheque), secondary school controversies (‘Local Girl Excluded Over Skirt Length’) and of course, fluffy, feel-good stories of which my ‘Oldest Woman in Derby Shares Secret to Long Life’ article was supposed to have been a shining example.

I’d get the story written of course. There wasn’t a miserable centenarian in the world I couldn’t get a decent heart-warming piece out of even if it took longer than usual and required the application of some judicious editing. Even so, after three long years of this, I’m tired, really tired. And broke too, really broke. Which is one of the many, many reasons why I finally gave in a couple of weeks ago and applied for a job on The Correspondent down in London. Although apart from my boyfriend Gabe I haven’t told anyone yet in case it doesn’t come off, I’m trying to stay hopeful. And so right now I’ve got no choice but to sit tight, cross my fingers and hope beyond hope that soon I’ll be swapping the delights of curmudgeonly old ladies for hard-hitting interviews in Westminster.

The other reason for wanting to get down to London is to be with Gabe who lives and works down there. We’ve been together five years, been doing the long-distance thing for most of it and, to put it mildly, it hasn’t been easy. It’s difficult spending so much time apart, and when we are together there’s so much pressure to make the most of every minute that we almost ruin things by trying too hard. If this job comes off it will be a huge relief to finally be under the same roof, like a proper grown-up couple.

Trying to hold on to this positive thought, I check my watch. It’ll practically be the end of the working day by the time I get back to the office, and I soothe myself with the thought that in less than an hour I’ll be at home, parked in front of the TV, sipping on a cold glass of wine and tucking into the yellow-stickered Marks and Spencer ready meal I picked up at lunchtime.

My car is ancient, held together with gaffer tape and positive thinking, and so when I turn the key in the ignition I instinctively hold my breath, willing the engine to turn over. Thankfully it starts, but there’s a new high-pitched whistling sound coming from somewhere that doesn’t bode well. I turn up the radio to drown it out and then head back to the office.



Along with The Echo, the BFK Media building, is home to a stable of titles including The Derbyshire Post, YourDerby.com and The Derby Advertiser. Once upon a time walking into this building had seemed almost impossibly exciting and, armed with my newly issued security pass, I’d march into work imagining myself to be Woodward or Bernstein reincarnated for the modern age. Now, however, I feel nothing other than a kind of world-weary exhaustion, and once again I think about how wonderful it will be to move on from this place.

After taking the lift, I get out at the fourth floor, home to The Echo. Once upon a time we took up two whole floors of the building but thanks to numerous cuts over the years we’ve been ­whittled down considerably. As I begin my trek across the newsroom, I wave to Gary and Paul on the sports desk, nod briefly in the direction of the permanently grumpy Angela Sawyer and her unwilling protégé, Sahil, on the crime desk before stopping by the arts and culture desk to chat to Patrick, who as usual is surrounded by several huge piles of books and unopened post. Skirting round the politics desk staffed by Echo veteran Sharon ­Chapman, a no-nonsense Yorkshire woman who terrifies ­everyone she meets, I finally reach my destination, the junior reporters’ desk, which I share with my best friend Niamh and my sort of friend Lewis who is actually more like an annoying younger brother than any­thing else.

‘How did you get on with Derby’s oldest granny?’ asks Niamh as I slump down in my chair. ‘Did you learn the secret to long life and happiness? Should I be taking a daily draught of port and going to bed at nine?’

‘She was a monster,’ I reply. ‘An absolute nightmare of a woman. Honestly, if she’d been more mobile I’d have been lucky to make it out of there alive.’



‘The old ones are the worst,’ chips in Lewis, from behind his computer. ‘I once tried to interview a group of nannas for a piece about the bingo hall at Rushforth closing. I swear on my life, while I wasn’t looking one of them pinched my backside and then tried to make out she was brushing some fluff off my trousers.’

‘Did you get her number though?’ quips Niamh. ‘You did, didn’t you?’

‘Unlike you, Niamh, I’m not that desperate for a date,’ snaps Lewis. ‘But I’ve got the number for the local bowls club if you’re at a loose end at the weekend. I’m sure one of those old boys would take pity on you if you smiled a bit more.’

Niamh picks up her stapler ready to launch it at him but then I sigh heavily. She stops and raises an eyebrow at me.

‘Got the regional news blues again?’

‘I’m not sure how much more of this place I can take,’ I reply. ‘The same old stories, the drudgery, it’s getting me down.’

‘We’ve all been there,’ says Lewis. ‘Only last week when I was covering the magistrates’ court, listening to the hundredth person of the day explaining why they’d been driving without a licence or insurance, I seriously thought about packing it all in and going travelling.’

Niamh grins. ‘Where to? Anywhere exciting?’

‘I was thinking Colombia, Ecuador, Peru, Bolivia, Chile, maybe ending up in southern Argentina, but then I made the mistake of checking my bank balance and realised that even if I saved really hard for a year I’d be lucky to make it to Scunthorpe let alone South America.’

‘Aww, poor baby,’ says Niamh. ‘That new café up the road has got a Brazilian blend on special this week. Why don’t you treat yourself to one and drink it with your eyes closed instead?’



I idly check my email on my phone, hoping beyond hope to find a life-changing message waiting in my inbox. But there’s nothing save for half a dozen marketing emails and one from my landlord saying he’ll get someone out to fix the shower by the end of the week, which bitter experience tells me will be more like a month.

Disheartened I set down my phone, then immediately pick it up again to check the time. There are just fifteen minutes to go before I can head home without seeming like a slacker. I offer to do a tea run, in the hope of filling up a few minutes, but before anyone has a chance to tell me what they want, a voice I immediately recognise calls out across the newsroom: ‘Is Metcalfe back yet?’

I stand up from behind my computer and wave at my editor, Peter Fordham, framed in the doorway to his office. He’s small, bearded and neat, and looks a bit like I’d imagine a badger might do if they were forced to wear a suit to work.

‘I’m here, Boss, what do you need?’

‘A quick word,’ he replies, and then turns and disappears back into his office.

‘Oh, golden girl’s in trouble,’ says Lewis with a smirk. ‘What have you done now?’

‘Nothing,’ I say casually, even though it could be any one of a number of minor infractions from taking one too many packs of Post-it notes from the stationery cupboard to my car leaking engine oil all over the car park. ‘He probably wants to pick my brains about the best way to sack you without making you cry.’

Ignoring Lewis’s retort, which is something both childish and obscene, I briefly exchange a look of panic with Niamh, before taking a deep breath and heading to Peter’s office.

I’ve always quite liked Peter. Though he’s at least a generation younger than my granddad, he’s so old-school he reminds me of him quite a bit. His hard work and commitment have seen him rise through the ranks to become The Echo’s twenty-fourth editor in its one-hundred-and-sixty-two-year history. And he’s not exactly had an easy time of it. His tenure has coincided with some of the toughest times in local newspaper history, and while The Echo is doing better than most he’s still had to manage huge budget cuts and oversee massive redundancies, and even though I’m looking to jump ship, selfishly I’m rather hoping he’s not about to cut me too.

‘How did you get on with that old dear’s story?’ he asks gesturing for me to take a seat.

‘All good. I’m probably going to write it up in the morning if that’s okay?’

‘Well, there’s no rush on that. Although, I suppose, given her age there perhaps ought to be!’ He finds his own joke so funny that it’s several moments before he can speak. ‘Anyway, the reason I wanted to see you is because I’ve got a job for you. You go home past Cossington Park don’t you?’

I think for a moment. Even after three years in Derby some areas of the city are still a bit of a mystery to me.

‘I think so. Why?’

‘I’ve just had a whiff of a possible story over that way and I thought you could check it out on your way home.’

My heart sinks. There go my plans for a wine and TV night. I try to imagine what the story might be: ‘Ghost Haunts Local School’? ‘Asda Worker Slapped with Sausage’? ‘Fugitive Terrier Causes Mayhem at Fete’? None of these are made up. Sadly.

‘What’s down at Cossington Park?’

Peter glances at a Post-it note stuck to his desk. ‘You know they’ve been emptying out the houses round there for the past couple of years to make way for that new development?’

It rings a vague bell. I think the paper had run a couple of articles about it and I knew local opinion was divided.



‘Well,’ he continues, ‘a little bird’s just told me that the council are having kittens because there’s a bloke there refusing to move, and he’s holding everything up and costing them a fortune.’

Confused, I look at my boss. ‘Can’t they just kick him out?’

‘If it was that straightforward, I think they would’ve done it by now. Chances are it’s some sort of legal thing, but I don’t know the details. Which is where you come in.’

He plucks the Post-it note from his desk and hands it to me. Scrawled across it in Peter’s barely legible handwriting is an address: ‘121 Hope Street, Cossington Park.’

I look up from the Post-it to Peter.

‘No name? No number?’

‘Just what’s there.’

‘So, I’m guessing you want me to do the usual: find out what his game is and see if there’s a story there?’

‘Got it in one, Metcalfe. I doubt it’ll come to much but we’re a local paper, and it’s a local story, so you know . . . just do what you can.’
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Connor

Ignore them.

‘Spaz!’

Ignore them.

‘Retard!’

Ignore them.

People are always calling me nasty names. Well not always. And not all people. But sometimes. And some people.

The names they call me are always the same, and never ­anything I haven’t heard before. I get spaz and retard a lot. Sometimes I get ‘weirdo’ too, and if they’re old enough I might get ‘Rain Man’ as well. Sometimes I get them joined up together like this: ‘­oi-spaz-retard-weirdo’ or like this: ‘oi-retard-weirdo-spazman’ but really, it’s all the same.

Usually it’s people who don’t know me, or just know of me who call me names. People like the kids who used to live on Hope Street, or who went to St Mary’s, my old primary school, or Charlecote, my old secondary school, before I stopped going. But right now, as I sit on the top deck of the number forty-three making my way home after work, the name-callers are a group of teenagers I have never seen before. They are all wearing school uniforms but not from a school I recognise.

‘What a retard!’ calls one of them from the back of the bus. ‘Can you hear him? He’s singing on the bus like he’s on Britain’s Got Talent!’



They are right. I am singing. But because I’m wearing my headphones I didn’t actually realise I was doing it out loud.

I don’t normally sing loudly.

I know singing on buses is not something people usually do.

I know that even when I do it quietly it sometimes makes people feel uncomfortable.

But the boys are making me nervous and when I get nervous I try to calm myself down by singing.

My favourite songs to sing along to are by Metallica.

And my favourite Metallica song is ‘Enter Sandman’.

Out of the corner of my eye I see something. But I daren’t look.

I take a deep breath and count: one, two, three. Then I do look and immediately feel scared. One of the boys has moved from the back of the bus to the seat across from me. He’s looking at me and all his friends are laughing.

I try my best to ignore him. I stare straight ahead so that all I can see are the windows of the bus and the road. I know that the boy is doing something horrible though. I just know it.

As the bus pulls in at the next stop, I count to three in my head, or at least I think it’s in my head – it’s hard to tell sometimes – and when I get to three, I quickly stand up and try to get off the bus. But as soon as I do the boy grabs my bag. I can’t let him take it. It has my house keys in it, and my phone, and anyway, why should I let people take my things? Why should someone else have the things I’ve worked so hard for?

I don’t think about it. I just do it.

I push the boy and he goes flying back into his seat and straight away all his friends get up and run towards me, shouting. But I’m too quick for them. Before they can get to me I rush down the stairs and squeeze off the bus just before the doors close.



I turn and look at the bus as it pulls away. The boys all bang on the windows with their fists and their faces are twisted in a horrible way, but they can’t get me.

I am safe. For now.

I look around, trying to work out where I am and see that I’m on Newhall Way, a busy dual carriageway. This stop is six stops before the one I should have got off at. I suddenly feel very tired and think about waiting for the next bus, but it isn’t due for another twenty minutes. Even then, there’s no guarantee it will turn up on time. These days buses almost never stick to their timetables, which is a shame because I know them all off by heart.

There is nothing for it, I’m going to have to walk the rest of the way home.

As the traffic roars past me I put my headphones back on. They slipped off when I escaped off the bus, but at least they’re not broken.

I press play on my phone, and as the music starts I begin my journey home. I walk past the petrol station, then the Crown pub, where I sometimes go with my friend Marcus. I walk past where the old Comet building used to be. They knocked it down two years ago to make space for a car park, but they haven’t started building it yet so it’s just a big space with loads of rubbish and weeds.

I turn off into Linton Road. There is a row of shops here, selling everything from hair extensions to Polish food. I walk past St Mary’s, my old junior school. I smile when I think about my days there when I used to play superheroes on the climbing frame. I loved that climbing frame, loved scrambling to the top and looking down at all the other children below, playing their own noisy games that gave me a headache.

I walk past the door of The Fresh Fryer, my favourite fish and chip shop, and catch a whiff of the hot vinegary air and suddenly realise how hungry I am. I don’t buy any, even though I am really tempted, because Marcus and I have fish and chips when he comes round to see me and Mum always used to say, ‘Chips once a week is more than enough!’ So, I hold my nose to stop the lovely smells getting in and keep walking. I go past the shoe repair shop, and the travel agents before turning off the main road until I get to the railway bridge.

Sometimes, because it is fun, I make noises when I go underneath because it is all echoey but today I don’t.

Soon, I’m on the other side and round the corner turning into the road where I live: Hope Street.

When people first started to move out I couldn’t get over how different all the houses looked with metal grilles attached to their front doors and windows. But these days I barely notice. Sometimes there’s a new bit of graffiti across one of the grilles; ­other times there’s a new collection of those little metal canisters ­naughty people have scattered across the pavement.

Before it was just me left, people from other roads would sometimes park their cars in Hope Street, but as more families moved out and the road got emptier the cars started to get broken into or vandalised overnight. These days the only people who park in the street are people who don’t know any better, or Marcus, when he is coming to see me.

Reaching number one-two-one, I take my keys out of my bag and unlock the front door. There’s no hallway; I just step straight into the living room, drop my bag on the floor by the sofa and go to the kitchen.

The house is quiet and still, having been shut up all day, but as I fill the kettle and put it on to boil and turn on the radio it starts to feel a little bit more cheery. As I make my tea, I help myself to two slices of cheese from the packet to take the edge off my hunger. I always have the same thing on the days when I eat tea at home instead of at work: an individual frozen cheese and ham pizza, a slice of buttered bread and a mug of tea. Sometimes, if I’m in the right mood and have done my weekly shop, I might have a packet of crisps too (ready-salted, or salt and vinegar at a push but never beef, bacon or prawn cocktail). Today, though, isn’t one of those days.

I turn on the oven to preheat it, just like Mum taught me, take the pizza out of the freezer, put it on the baking tray and when the oven’s hot enough I put the tray in the oven and, as I’m setting the timer on my phone for eight minutes exactly, there’s a sharp knock at the front door.

These days it’s very rare for anyone to knock on my front door. Marcus has his own key, and it’s too late in the day for it to be the postman.

I start to feel uneasy.

What if the boys from the bus have followed me home?

I creep upstairs, careful to avoid every creaking step, and tiptoe into Mum’s room. Kneeling on her bed I gently pull a tiny corner of the net curtain to one side and look down into the street below.

The good news is that there is no sign of the boys from the bus.

The bad news is that there is a yellow car, which I do not recognise, parked across the road. It looks very old and battered.

I make up my mind not to answer the door.

Since everyone else moved out of Hope Street, Marcus is always telling me not to answer the door to anyone I don’t know.

The first time he said this I asked if this included the postman, because although I recognise him, I don’t actually know him. To this Marcus said that the postman was okay, but no one else.

Then I’d asked if this included the man who came to read the gas and electricity meter, and Marcus had said, ‘No, but you have to check their ID first.’ As soon as he said this, I searched online to see what genuine meter readers’ ID looked like. Since then, I’ve checked three meter readers’ ID badges and have a record of them on my phone.

As I’m carefully watching out of the window, the person knocking on the front door takes a step backwards, looks up and sees me. It is a young, pretty lady and as I drop the net curtain and duck down she waves at me.

From downstairs I hear the creaky letterbox open and a ­woman’s voice shouts: ‘Hello? I know you’re there! I saw you at the window! My name’s Lila Metcalfe. I’m a journalist from the Derby Echo. Have you got a few minutes to talk?’

I freeze. Mum used to have The Echo delivered when I was younger. I used to like reading the tiny adverts in the back, especially the ones that said puppies for sale because I always wanted a dog. Even though I haven’t looked at The Echo in years there’s always someone reading a copy in the break room at work.

Why has someone from The Echo come to see me? I’m just Connor, Connor who lives in Hope Street and works at the DIY-Depot at the retail park.

Maybe this is exactly the thing Marcus has been trying to warn me about. People pretending to be people they aren’t. People who are up to no good.

I tiptoe downstairs, through the back room and edge into the living room.

‘Are . . . are you really from The Echo?’ I shout.

I hear the letterbox open and then the pretty young lady says: ‘Yes, I am. Am I speaking to the owner of the house?’

‘I’m . . . I’m not the owner; it’s rented from the council.’

‘But you live here?’

‘Yes.’

‘Great, what’s your name?’



I think for a moment. I’m not sure I should tell her my name. It is very strange to talk to people through my letterbox.

‘I’m sorry,’ I call towards the door. ‘But I don’t talk to people I don’t know.’

‘And that’s a good policy to have,’ says the lady. ‘But I promise you, you’ve got nothing to worry about from me.’

I think again and then ask a question. ‘Do you have any ID? If you have ID that I can check I might be able to talk to you.’

There’s a moment of quiet and then the voice through the letterbox says, ‘I’ve only got my work ID.’

I feel a little shiver of excitement.

I’ve never seen a journalist’s ID badge before. Will it be anything like the meter readers’ or do they make special ones for journalists?

I move closer to the door. ‘If you really are from The Echo, post your badge through the letterbox so I can check it.’

There’s another short pause and then the voice through the letter box says, ‘I’m sorry, I can’t do that. What if you don’t give it me back? I won’t be able to get into the office.’

‘But I will give it you back. I’m not a thief.’

‘I’m not saying you are. But I have to be careful.’

I consider the problem. ‘Is your ID on a lanyard?’

‘Yes, yes, it is.’

‘Well, why don’t you push the ID bit through the letterbox but keep hold of the strap? That way I can’t take it from you but I can have a proper look.’

There’s another pause, this time longer and then the letterbox opens wider and I see the woman’s fingers pushing the ID badge through.

I look at it carefully.

On the one side it says: ‘NUJ Press Member, Lila Metcalfe,’ along with her union number and an expiry date, which I’m pleased to see has not yet been reached. In the bottom left-hand corner is a black and white photograph of the young woman with shortish hair. She is not smiling. I take a photo of it on my phone, and then flip the badge over. Here is a different ID. This one says, ‘­Derby Echo Reporter,’ and underneath is a photo of the same young woman, smiling this time, and then a long black magnetic strip like the one on my own ID badge for work.

I take a picture of this side too, and feel pleased to have added not just one but two brand-new IDs to my collection. Then, putting my phone back in my pocket, I push the badge back through the letterbox. I’m not sure what Marcus would say about this. But I do have a record of her ID now. I don’t think there’s any harm in just seeing what she wants and so I take a deep breath and open the door.
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Lila

Even if the man standing in front of me hadn’t just made me conduct a whole conversation with him through a letterbox, I would’ve known he was a bit odd just by looking at him. It’s hard to pinpoint exactly what the oddness is, but it’s there nonetheless. Perhaps some of it’s down to his glasses, the lenses so thick they look like the bottom of milk bottles, making his eyes large and cartoon-like. Or maybe it’s the DIY-Depot uniform he’s wearing, his polo shirt just a touch too tight, the trousers a little too short. Or maybe it’s the fact that sprouting from the base of his jaw is a small tuft of hair he’s clearly missed whilst shaving. Then again, maybe it’s all of these things, and something else too, that indefinable yet unmistakable air of oddness some people seem to emanate, and which others can spot from a hundred paces.

In short, he looks like the sort of person you’d avoid sitting next to on the bus, or hesitate standing behind in a queue. He’s odd through and through but not in a frightening or threatening way, I’m sure. No, he’s just plain-old odd, and that I can cope with.

I hold out my hand. ‘I’m Lila Metcalfe. So pleased to meet you. What’s your name?’

‘Connor . . . Connor McLaughlin, but you can call me Connor,’ he says tentatively accepting my greeting.

His hand feels warm and strangely puffy, and I’m relieved when he lets go. I decide to get straight to the point. ‘I’m so sorry to drop by unannounced, but I recently heard about your situation.’

He frowns. ‘My . . . my . . . situation?’



‘Your refusal to leave your home here in Hope Street to make way for the new development.’

He raises an eyebrow, and shakes his head vehemently. ‘No, I don’t want to move.’

‘Of course, of course,’ I say not wanting to upset him. ‘Obviously nobody wants to be forced to leave their home. It isn’t right and it sounds like just the thing the readers of The Echo would love to know more about. Would it be okay if I came in and asked you a few questions about it?’

He frowns again, and for a moment I wonder if he’s not going to let me in, and if I’m going to have to conduct the entire interview on the doorstep. It wouldn’t be the first time but it never exactly results in the interviewee opening up in any meaningful way, and there’s always the potential for the door to be slammed shut in my face. As it is, however, his phone alarm begins to sound, and his expression changes.

‘My pizza’s ready and I don’t want it to burn.’ With that he turns and goes back inside leaving the front door open.

For a moment I wonder if he’s going to come back, then I look at my watch lamenting how if I hadn’t gone back to work, then right now I’d be tucking into my bargain king prawn linguine and bingeing on episodes of Love is Blind. Instead, I’m standing here on a street that looks like a scene straight out of a post-apocalyptic zombie film while the smell of cooking pizza fills the air.

Hope Street is just so spooky and desolate. Rows of typical terraces, which in any other area would’ve been teeming with life and character, rendered bleak and forbidding by the absence of their inhabitants and the metal grilles over the windows where there should’ve been curtains. I regard Connor’s house once again, the only unboarded one in the street. Two distinct but related questions form in my mind: what kind of person would willingly choose to continue living in the eerie and empty graffiti-covered houses of Cossington Park, and why on earth would they do so? I take a deep breath and finding myself wanting answers to these questions I step into the house and close the door behind me.

The front room is small but neat, and decorated in calming, muted shades of pink and green, suggesting a feminine presence somewhere in the picture. Directly in front of me is a small cream leatherette two-seater sofa, with a matching armchair against the adjacent wall. Rather incongruously in the middle of the room there’s one of those gaming chairs that sits directly on the floor, positioned in front of a large TV. The chair is black and red and has ‘X-Force’ written on the side in shiny silver letters. It’s an odd mix, a slightly dated gran’s living room, with a sprinkling of teenage boy, and I wonder if Connor lives with an older relative, and if so, where she is.

Keeping an ear open I cross the room to the gas fire and examine one of the photos on the mantelpiece above. It’s a colour photo, of a young bespectacled boy, of perhaps ten or eleven, who I assume is Connor. He’s standing proudly next to a slim middle-aged woman, with shoulder-length jet-black hair and smiling eyes. She looks like she could either be a young grandmother or an older mother, though it’s clear from their features the two are definitely related.

I reach out to take a closer look at the photo but then I hear someone approaching. Taking a step back, I turn around to see Connor returning to the room. He’s carrying a tray on which sits a depressingly pallid-looking meal consisting of an individual pizza and a slice of bread and butter, along with two mugs of tea.

Setting the tray down on the sofa, he picks up one of the mugs and offers it to me.

‘You’re a guest,’ he explains sounding as though he’s parroting the words of someone older, ‘and you should always offer your guest a cup of tea . . . but I didn’t know how many sugars you take so I put in one and a half like I have.’

I try my best not to wince as I take the mug from him. I can’t recall ever having had tea with sugar in, even when I was a child. Still, there’s a first time for everything and having got this far the last thing I want is to cause any offence. With a bit of luck, I can find out what I need to know and be out of here before my drink is even cold.

Mug in hand I take a seat in the armchair, but rather than sitting down on the sofa opposite Connor picks up the tray again and then with great difficulty sits in the gaming chair and proceeds to eat his meal.

I’m not sure what to do as I’m now looking at the side of his head and he’s making no effort to look at me. I consider moving the armchair into a position better suited to an interview but reason that as we’ve only just met, I can’t exactly start rearranging his furniture. No, I’ll just have to get on with things and hope for the best.

‘So,’ I begin, as Connor chews loudly on the pizza in his hand, ‘I don’t want to take up too much of your time, Mr McLaughlin, but—’

‘I said you can call me Connor,’ he interrupts, his mouth half full of pizza. ‘Can I call you Lila?’

‘Yes, of course.’

‘Good. Because that’s your name, isn’t it?’

‘Yes,’ I say, somewhat thrown. Is he joking or being serious? It’s impossible to tell. ‘Anyway, as I was saying, I don’t want to take up too much of your time, especially while you’re eating, so I’ll just make a start, shall I? So . . . Connor . . . why exactly is it that you’re refusing to move?’

He doesn’t reply; he doesn’t even register that he’s heard the question. Instead, he just chews, and chews, and chews, until eventually he swallows loudly and then picks up his slice of bread.



As a journalist I’ve faced many difficult interviewees – some ­angry, some frightened, some grief-stricken, others outraged – but someone distracted by their evening meal is a new one on me. Perhaps I’ve gone in too hard, too quickly, especially for someone who has obviously got some sort of learning difficulty. What’s needed now is a bit of time spent laying the groundwork. It will take longer, which is slightly irritating, but should yield results in the end.

‘So, you like video games?’ I begin, hoping this will warm him up.

He puts down his slice of bread and for the first time turns to look at me. ‘Yes, and I really like Metallica too.’

I’ve never quite seen the point of video games myself, though Gabe is partial to playing them with his friends now and again. And as for Metallica, the only person I’ve ever known to be a fan was Florian, the pretentious French exchange student my family hosted when I was sixteen, and I’d found them about as appealing as I’d found Florian and his passion for playing the lute. I search my mind trying to recall something, anything that might keep the conversation alive but the best I can come up with is: ‘Great, it’s good to be interested in things.’

This is clearly the wrong thing to say because he returns his attention to his meal, and the slice of bread he’d been eating. For something to do I pick up my tea, take a sip, and immediately ­regret it. It’s so sweet that it sets my teeth on edge but not wanting to appear rude, I swallow it down.

‘So, have you always lived around here?’

There’s a moment of silence, and then still without looking at me he says, ‘Yes.’

I want to kick myself. What am I doing asking closed questions like some sort of rookie? He doesn’t need yes or no questions. He needs them open-ended to get him talking. I try again.

‘And where did you go to school?’



For a moment he stops chewing. ‘St Mary’s. I didn’t really like it.’

Two whole sentences. It’s all I can do to stop myself from punching the air. ‘Oh, that’s a shame. Why not?’

This time he turns to face me though he refuses to meet my gaze. ‘I got bullied a lot. And then I got bullied at secondary school. And so, I stopped going.’

He says this so matter-of-factly, so without asking for pity or even showing any to himself, that it almost breaks my heart.

‘I’m so sorry to hear that, Connor. School can be really tough, can’t it?’ I pause, hoping he might respond but he doesn’t, and so I follow up with another question.

‘So, what did you do instead of school?’

‘I stayed at home mostly, watching TV and listening to ­Metallica and then when I turned sixteen, I got a job at DIY-Depot at ­Derwent Retail Park.’

‘Well, that’s good – and what do you do there?’

‘I work with Alan, mainly. He’s old, but he’s my friend. Me and Alan sometimes work in the garden centre bit, which is the best because Alan likes plants and he tells me all the names, and I get to use the hose, which is fun. Sometimes though we just restock the shelves, work in the warehouse, or collect the trolleys, but the garden centre is definitely my favourite.’

This is more like it. He’s really opening up to me now.

‘And how was work today?’

‘Not too bad,’ he says. ‘I helped unpack the deliveries. It’s hard work but it can be fun too. We’ve got these special ladders – warehouse ladders they’re called – they’ve got wheels on them and you can move them around the aisles when you need to put stock on high shelves. I went on them today, and Alan and some of the others pulled me around the store while I was up there. It was really good fun.’



I smile encouragingly. Despite my earlier impression Connor really is quite sweet, but he clearly needs a lot of help. For the first time it crosses my mind that perhaps I shouldn’t be interviewing him without some sort of guardian present, but before I can think what if anything I’m going to do about it out of nowhere he says, ‘Because of Mum.’

I’m confused. ‘I’m sorry?’

‘Because of Mum.’ His voice is a little louder this time.

I don’t know what he’s talking about. Is this something to do with his job? Does his mum work at DIY-Depot too?

‘I’m not following. What do you mean because of Mum?’

He sighs clearly frustrated at my lack of understanding. ‘You asked me before why I won’t leave Hope Street.’

‘Yes . . .’

‘Well . . . it’s because of Mum.’

I take a moment to make sense of this. ‘Are you saying it’s your mum who doesn’t want you to move?’

He shakes his head. ‘No, I’m saying I can’t move because of Mum.’

‘Because she’s ill or something?’

He shakes his head again. ‘Because she’s gone.’

Now I’m completely lost.

‘Gone, how? Do you mean she’s passed away?’

For the first time he looks directly at me and our eyes meet.

‘I mean she went out one day three years ago and well . . . she never came back.’
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Connor

Lila, the journalist lady, is giving me a funny look but because I don’t know her, I’m not sure what it means.
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