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PROLOGUE


The night is mild, but the girl shivers. The few cars passing by her look so cosy somehow, their drivers ensconced in their own little worlds, hurrying home to shut out everything.


If any one of them turned their head to look at the slight figure on the pavement, then maybe they would notice that the girl looks a little nervous. Apprehensive, even.


But none of them do notice her, walking just outside of the yellow cones of light from the streetlamps, her long hair hiding her face.


It seemed like such a good idea, at the time. The best idea, in fact.


Now? Now, she’s not so sure.


The girl pushes down her unease. Oh well. Too late now to go back.


He’ll be waiting.


 


Article in the Manchester Evening News, 17 February, 2017:





MISSING SCHOOLGIRL CASE GOES COLD


By Staff Reporter





Detectives investigating the disappearance of a Cheshire schoolgirl are scaling back their enquiries, it has been announced.


Sophie Harlow, 16, was reported missing from her home in leafy Vale Dean village before her GSCEs last year, sparking an intensive police hunt.


However, officers downgraded the search in the weeks following her departure on the night of Friday 13 May, after the former Amberton Grammar student made contact.


It is understood that although the case remains open, detectives will no longer be actively investigating her whereabouts.


A spokeswoman for Greater Manchester Police defended the ‘scale and commitment’ of their efforts so far.


‘It is our belief that there are no suspicious circumstances around Sophie’s disappearance,’ she said. ‘We are now treating her as a voluntary runaway. As with any missing persons case, we will of course follow up any new lines of investigation and we urge Sophie to maintain contact with us or her family to confirm that she is safe and well.’


Miss Harlow’s parents were informed of the decision in a meeting with detectives earlier this month.


Mark and Kate Harlow, who are believed to have separated since their only daughter’s disappearance, declined to comment yesterday.
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Two Years Missing


I’m a bad mother. You’re not supposed to say that. Everyone was very keen that I didn’t blame myself. At first, anyway.


And they were right, there were plenty of things that we – that I – did get right. Bedtime stories, balanced meals, a lovely, elegant home. Holidays abroad, tennis camp and piano lessons, a maths tutor when Sophie was struggling a little at primary school. We even made a brave stab at the violin when Sophie was seven, although she was so extravagantly out of tune, the sounds so painful, that Mark and I once creased up laughing when we met outside the living-room door, not that we’d ever have let our little daughter know. But if Sophie didn’t have much of an ear for music, she had everything else. We even had a dog – of course we did – a black Lab called King, as friendly as he was greedy. Mark chose the name. He’d grown up with dogs like that and he wanted Sophie to have one, too. I miss King.


And yet maybe I’m getting it all wrong, even now. Maybe it wasn’t down to me or Mark that we seemed to find it so easy, that our little family bubble seemed to be floating through life – but down to our daughter, always laughing and sweet-natured, eager to please.


‘Your little shadow,’ Mark used to call her. She was always there, trotting behind me, happily joining in with whatever I was doing. She had a talent for being happy. When she hit the teenage years, she had her moments of course, but I knew that was to be expected. It’d be all right in the end.


I was wrong.


But I’m making excuses. Because all the stuff I did, the car trips, the noses wiped, the kisses-to-make-it-better, the years of love and care, none of that counts now. In the end, there’s only one conclusion, when you look at it. I’ve failed.


Mornings can be the hardest. Just getting started, deciding that there is a reason to get up after all. ‘I don’t know how you carry on, Kate,’ people have said to me. I don’t know how they decided that I was doing so. For a long time, it felt like I’d just ground to a halt.


I’m past that now. I don’t work in an office, not any more, but I do keep busy, in my own way. There’s so much to do: phone calls, emails, letters. Articles to read, online forums to keep up with.


Sometimes it can feel quite overwhelming. People think I’m hiding away here doing nothing, but they don’t understand how much work I still do. Although, if I am being honest, I don’t always manage to get out of bed until the cat starts padding around crossly, hungry to be fed.


The trick, I find, is not to think too much about it. Today, I was helped by the sunshine making a hot streak across my pillow, too bright in my eyes. The sky was already a shocking blue slice between the curtains I hadn’t quite pulled shut. So I made myself put both feet on the floor and then sat for a moment, still light-headed from sleep, thinking about the day ahead.


It’s not exactly a full diary these days. Not like those weekends where we’d be out every Friday and Saturday, dinner parties and work dos and big birthdays – there was always something to celebrate. Mark was so social and I was happy to be pulled along in the slipstream.


But I do have plans tonight, so that’s something. And now I’ve showered and made strong coffee, to clear my head, because I’ve set myself a task for today.


The first photo album has a layer of dust on it that makes me sneeze as I pull it down from its place on the living-room shelves. I was always good about keeping these updated and making sure that we turned our digital snaps into glossy hard copies that I could paste into their pages. But I don’t dwell in the past, contrary to what some people think. I rarely look at them.


Today I need to, because I’ve decided that the picture I have been sharing online and in the letters and emails I write – Sophie’s last school photo – could be misleading. As of this summer, she wouldn’t have been at school, she’d have just finished sixth form. So I worry that it could give the wrong impression – that it could even be a bit unhelpful, to use one that’s clearly of a schoolgirl: Sophie’s white shirt bright against her navy jumper, her shining blonde hair pulled back into a neater than usual ponytail. She got her hair from me, though mine has long needed some help from the hairdresser to maintain its fairness. The smile’s all hers though – sunny, with a twist of mischief, lighting up that sweet round face.


Today I want to find a good, clear one of her out of uniform. I wipe my grey fingertips on my shorts and carry the album over to the coffee table, opening it carefully – and I feel my stomach sink. I thought I’d put the albums in order on the shelf ages ago, but this isn’t the one I wanted to look at. This album is one of the very first ones, the photos already looking dated in that peculiar way. How does that happen? It can’t just be our clothes – they’re T-shirts and flip-flops, evergreen summer wear.


Yet this first shot belongs to a different age. It’s Mark, Sophie and me, sitting on some anonymous park bench, each one of us with an ice-cream cone in our hand. Mark’s thinner than he is now, and I look rounder, rosier, but that’s not what makes our photographic selves seem like strangers to me. Maybe it’s something in our expressions: we’re both so carefree, ready for a future that would, surely, bring only more good things. And of course there’s Sophie, a chunky two-year-old with a tuft of fair hair, her legs sticking straight out in her dungarees, too short to reach the edge of the seat.


I turn the page.


Oh, I remember this, too. I took this one. Sophie had fallen asleep on the sofa, one little fist still clutching Teddy, the far-too-expensive stuffed bear Mark had insisted on buying her one Christmas. They’re collector’s items, not for kids to actually play with, I’d laughed. But she’d loved her new toy, dragging him around the house by one leg and insisting on him sharing her pillow at night. I’d had to sneak him away once she fell asleep to wash him in unscented powder, so that he wouldn’t smell different. Even when she was older, Teddy would somehow end up tucked under her pillow every night.


I don’t know where Teddy ended up. It didn’t matter so much, keeping tabs on that kind of thing, when we still had her …


The phone shrills from the kitchen and I start a little, the sound too loud in the quiet house. I pad in, wiping at my eyes with my sleeve – I’ve no hanky, as usual – ‘Hello?’


‘Hello, love?’ It’s Dad, his voice scratchier than it used to be.


‘Dad, how are you?’ I’m pleased I sound so steady.


‘I’m fine, I’m fine. Now, we were just wondering, your sister and I, if you’d like to drive over here this afternoon. We thought we could go for a meal at this new Italian that’s opened. They’ve got’ – he pauses thoughtfully – ‘sushi.’


‘Italian sushi? Are you sure?’


‘Oh, something like that. Tapas maybe, I can’t remember all these things. But it should be very nice. Would you like to come? Charlotte says you can stay over in her spare room.’


‘Oh. Thanks, but I can’t.’


‘Or you could stay at mine, if you think it would be a bit noisy with her boys running around, I could make up the sofa.’ Dad’s downsized to a little terrace, a cottage really, even nearer my younger sister Charlotte and her family. He’s been hinting that I should do the same – he keeps telling me that it’s ‘so easy to look after, a small place’. I think they both want me closer to them, where I grew up.


‘Thanks, Dad. But I really can’t. I’m going out.’


‘Oh!’ He sounds pleased. ‘And where are you off to on a Saturday night?’ he asks jovially.


‘The helpline,’ I say crisply. ‘You know it’s my night.’


‘Yes. Yes, of course. I just thought by now you might … do you think they’d mind if you didn’t go tonight?’


‘I wish I could … but I can’t let them down. It wouldn’t be right.’ I bite my lip. Actually, I’m sure they’d be fine. I’ve done more than my share of shifts, and I’m always ready to pick up others when a message goes round asking to swap. I’ve got more than a few favours I could call in. ‘Next time maybe.’


‘Next time, yes.’


Suddenly I can see him, neat in the checked shirt he always wears for gardening, alone in his tidy little kitchen, stooping slightly these days. It scares me to think about how much he’s aged in these last few years. They’re sweet to keep trying, I know that. ‘Actually, I’ve been meaning to come over some time,’ I say. ‘I had an idea, the other day. You know that night when you were outside the cottage?’


‘Hm. Now what night would that be?’


‘That night, Dad, when you thought you saw Sophie?’ He doesn’t like to talk about this any more, but something in me wants to push. ‘I know you’ve always said you couldn’t remember what sort of car she was in, that it was too dark, but I was thinking – I’ve got some printouts of some car models off the internet, and I could bring them over to see if any of the car shapes jog your memory. Because I don’t think the police ever bothered to do that, did they?’


He’s silent for a second.


‘Katie … I’m sorry. You know, that wasn’t very fair of me.’


‘What do you mean?’


‘I should never have mentioned that, and got your hopes up. I didn’t realise that was so much on your mind still.’


‘Well, of course. I’m always trying new leads.’


‘You know, Katie, it’s very common, after someone goes missing, for friends and family to think they see them around.’


‘I know that but—’


For once, he cuts me off, his voice firmer. ‘Katie, please. We’ve been over this, a lot. I’d moved house by then. There’s no reason Sophie’d know that, even if she were to come and find me. It was dark. I saw what I wanted to see. Actually, it’s not so unusual – it’s part of the process of grieving.’


Therapy-speak. ‘You’ve been at that group again.’ I try to keep my voice neutral, but it is stony.


‘We’ve found it very helpful, your sister and I. And I think you would too, if you would try again.’


‘Maybe. One of these days – oh, you know what, hang on a second. Sorry, that’s the doorbell. I’ll have to speak to you later, Dad. Have a good night, love to Charlotte and Phil and the boys.’


‘Bye, Katie.’ He sounds sad.


‘Bye.’ I hang up.


I’ve never been a very good liar.


I did try the group thing, but I only went once in the end. I couldn’t bear it. The only stories I wanted to hear were the ones with a happy ending.


I didn’t want to be sitting in a chilly church hall with a load of strangers trying to come to terms with what had happened to them. Of course they couldn’t. The whole thing was so stupid.


I do know how it works. I did read the literature they gave me. And some of it was kind of useful, in the end. ‘For a minority of families,’ one leaflet explained, ‘one way of managing the intensity and all-consuming nature of searching is not to do it at all, or to stop doing it after a period of time.’


I didn’t do that. I couldn’t, even if I’d wanted to. But I suppose it did help me understand Mark, just a little bit, after Sophie left. Because that was the final thing that we couldn’t agree on, in the end.


When to give up.
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The thing about the missing is that they don’t always want to be found. That’s what they tell new joiners here. It’s what I tell myself when another Saturday evening passes by without even a prank caller to liven us up a bit.


In her corner, Alma is knitting another vast yellow rectangle, a jumper she tells me, those evil-looking needles flashing away. I hope she doesn’t plan to give this one to me.


They don’t need two of us on, by any means, but it’s best practice, the charity says. Responsible. They’re very big on all that, making sure we volunteers feel safe and supported and cared for.


Bit late for all that, I want to say, but I don’t. They don’t all know my situation here.


New joiners tend to be surprised by how quiet this place is. They think it will be all high drama, phones shrilling and people rushing about scribbling down urgent messages.


I didn’t. I knew how rare it would be if people phoned in. It’s not the Samaritans. That doesn’t make the hours pass any faster though. Tonight, I’m getting a headache from staring at the computer screen; I’ve been flicking through my usual websites, leaving messages.


I rub around my eyes carefully, not wanting to smear my make-up, and roll my head from side to side. Through the sixth-floor window a spectacular sunset is flaring out over the Manchester cityscape.


With a sigh, Alma sets down her knitting and pushes herself away from her desk. ‘Time for my break, Kate dearie. You all right manning the fort? I won’t be long, I’ll just pop down to Marks and Sparks.’ Like clockwork – 7p.m. on the dot.


I’ll just about cope, I think, but smile brightly. ‘I’ll be fine. Take your time.’ I listen to her stately tread as she heads for the lifts of our less than glamorous office block. Regional charities don’t have the funds for slick corporate headquarters. Still, you’d think they could buy us some biscuits.


My gaze falls on the noticeboard: there’s that puff piece the paper ran last Christmas about our work. There we all are in the picture, one smiling team. I’m in the back row. They worry we feel forgotten about, up here. Head office is in London, a much bigger organisation the helpline was folded into a few years ago. But I don’t care about recognition, or team-building. I just couldn’t think of an excuse quick enough to get out of the photo shoot.


I’ve helped out here for a while now, taking the weekend late shifts when other people are busy with friends and family. I’ve let them think it is because I’m busy with work the rest of the time. I don’t want the looks.


My shift started at five, and now I am feeling hungry too. I’ll make another cup of tea for me, and then take my break when Alma’s back and head to Pret, I decide. Alma’s strict. She won’t even go for a loo break unless the junior volunteer’s sitting ready in their chair, which I suppose is as it should be. I wonder if I should go and treat us to one of those mini bottles of wine, half a plastic glass each as we face the night shift ahead. But no, Alma and her rules, she—


When the phone rings I actually jump a little in my chair. First one of the night for me. I pick up within the promised three rings. We don’t even get headsets.


‘Hello,’ I say, making my voice sound warm and calm. ‘You’ve reached the Message in a Bottle helpline. I’m Kate.’


A click. Sometimes that happens, they lose their nerve, we were told in the training. There was less said about the prank callers, bored teenagers and men who’d like to hear a stranger’s voice.


It’s been slow tonight. Alma had been right onto the last few, dispatching each caller with practised ease. ‘Oh, I know love, it is hard, isn’t it, but it’s never too late to build bridges, you know. In the meantime, I know they’ll be so glad to hear you’re safe, now are you sure you don’t want me to take a phone number for you too, schedule a little check-in call from us in a day or two …’


That’s what we do here: people who have run away from home call us and we pass on messages to their loved ones.


RAN AWAY?


Send a message to let them know you’re safe


NO QUESTIONS ASKED


Just phone and give your message


We will pass it on


Send a MESSAGE IN A BOTTLE


That’s what the advert says. They’re all over the place, if you know to look for them: in churches, community centres, sometimes a local paper, if they can find the budget.


Alma’s brilliant at it actually, wheedling out parents’ names, half-forgotten postcodes, ‘how are things with you now?’, sketching over sad details of treatment centres and ‘no fixed abode’, the detritus of broken lives, sounding for all the world like some cosy great-aunt at a family party. She may look like the president of her local WI – that’s exactly what she is – but Alma knows what she’s doing. Building bridges, keeping lines of communication open, delivering messages to family desperate to know something, anything, about their beloved husband, cousin, son … daughter.


As for me, I struggle to build rapport with callers, I’m told, can come across just a little chilly – I even, according to one feedback form (they’re big on all that here, inevitably, there’s endless briefing and de-briefing) lack ‘empathy’ with callers’ situations. Which I find somewhat ironic, to say the least.


But if I can’t be Miss Popularity, at least I’m reliable.


The phone goes again, startling me out of my thoughts, and I pick it up again. The static bursts into my ear, making me wince, then the line quietens to a low buzz.


‘Hello,’ I say. ‘You’ve reached the Message in a Bottle helpline.’ I know: the name is unbearably cutesy. ‘I’m Kate.’


No response. Then another round of pops on the line.


‘Is someone there?’ Perhaps this is a mis-dial, some automated call-centre system gone wrong before a worker gets patched in from his desk in Glasgow or Mumbai to try to sell me something.


‘Hello?’ I say again. There’s a burst of static, but beneath it I can hear muffled sounds now, like someone talking through water.


It’d better not be a crank. We have rules of course, can’t be rude even if they are drunk kids dialling in – ‘You never know why someone might be calling in,’ Alma will tell newbies solemnly, ‘even a prank call could really be a cry for help.’ So when I do get the odd heavy breather whispering obscenities or teenagers giggling into the handset, I make absolutely sure she is out of earshot before I give them a few sharp words, inform them I can trace the call and hang up. They don’t need to know that I can’t.


The line goes quiet again, then someone is there, suddenly real and breathing quickly.


‘Hello, Message in a Bottle,’ I say. ‘You’re speaking to Kate.’ There’s static again and I pull the handset an inch from my ear. ‘Do you need me to call anyone for you?’


More crackles.


‘This line’s terrible, I’m afraid. Is there anyone you’d like us to send a message to?’


It sounds like someone’s talking very far away, but I can’t make out the words. I can stay on the line as long as I feel the need to. I swivel in my chair and look out of the window. The last of the sun is slipping behind the jagged skyline, low rays of light striking the wall behind me as it flares out.


I try again, starting to work through our questions. ‘Are you in a safe place?’


A lull, then ‘… hear me?’ It’s a woman’s voice, a tinny whisper against the buzzing.


‘Yes, I can. Take all the time you need.’ I sip my cooling tea. I never want to scare them away.


‘You’re there!’ The relief’s palpable in her voice, low and hushed. She’s young – they often are.


‘Don’t worry, I’m not going anywhere,’ I say. ‘Whenever you’re ready to talk.’ The Post-it I’ve stuck to my handset reminds me of our latest prompt, by order of the helpline’s harried volunteer manager, Chrissie. ‘If you prefer to text, we can, no problem. We now do—’


She interrupts me. ‘I’ve got to be quick. I need you to tell them not to worry any more about their daughter. That she … that I’m fine—’


The words are drowned out by static again. ‘Who? Who do you want me to tell?’ Suddenly my heart is racing.


Silence, then the voice, now tiny, like it’s very far away, ‘… not to worry if they don’t hear from me after this, it only hurts …’ and it’s gone again.


‘I can’t hear you, sweetie.’ I’m gripping my headset to my ears, pressing harder, harder, straining to hear. The line pops and sings.


Then the voice again, now clear, one that I know better than any other. ‘… are Kate and Mark Har—’ My skin is cold, all over.


‘Sophie,’ I say. Finally allowing myself to finally say it. ‘Sophie, is that you?’


But then there’s another burst of static, I can’t tell if she’s still talking.


‘Are you still there?’ I wait, my heart pounding. ‘Are you still there?’


‘Yes, yes, I’m here,’ she says. ‘I’m still here.’


‘Love you, So,’ I say.


It’s all I want to tell her, in the end. I don’t know what she’s going to answer, and then—


The dial tone sounds, too loud as I strain to hear. I breathe out, setting the phone back, slowly.


Every part of me knows that voice. My daughter, Sophie.


By the time Alma’s back, I’m calmer, at least on the surface. I’m good at that. You’re so calm, people kept telling me. And later: I can’t believe how calm you’re being about it. I knew it wasn’t a compliment.


But I find I can’t quite sit still, my mind replaying those few syllables over and over: ‘Kate and Mark Har—’. She was about to say Harlow, I know. ‘Kate and Mark Harlow.’


I’ve told Alma what’s happened, the call that’s finally come for me, that I’ve always expected. The reason, she will know without me having to tell her, that I started to volunteer here.


‘Well, I’m so glad, dear,’ she said, after a pause. ‘I know you’ve been waiting a very long time, haven’t you.’ I returned her hug, so she couldn’t see my eyes fill with tears. Her soft cardigan had her perfume – rose scent and custard creams.


She’s letting me skip the rest of the shift: she thinks it’s best if I go home. She can handle it tonight. For Alma, a veteran of the helpline, family break-ups and reunions are the bread and butter of her life, as much as trips to the supermarket and walking her dachshund.


I find I am trembling now, despite the two sugars in the milky tea Alma’s made me sip (‘For the shock, dear’). I want to get out of here, itching to act. And there’s something on the edges of my mind, if I can only grasp it …


I shake my head. Be practical. I’ll leave a message on the extension of the family liaison officer the police assigned to us. If it’s not too late, maybe I’ll drive to Dad’s. I want to tell him in person. And I need to get a message to Mark, I suppose. It’s the right thing to do. As Sophie’s father, my ex needs to know.


As soon as she hung up, I’d tapped in the numbers for caller ID, even though I knew what the answer would be. That automated voice: ‘The service requested is not available.’ We can’t identify our callers even if we want to – it’s a fundamental policy, and the system’s set up to ensure that.


But I’d know that voice anywhere. She was talking quietly perhaps, and the line was terrible, but it was her. She wants to get a message to Kate and Mark: me and her dad. Not to worry about her – and not to worry if we don’t hear from her? What does that mean?


I feel a burst of longing, raw and hurtful. If only I could have spoken to her longer, I could have persuaded her to come back, I could have. Come home, Sophie, I will her, as if I can convince her to do so through the sheer force of my emotion. Come home.


I am halfway to my car, keys in hand, when I realise. I check myself, stopping dead in the car park, suddenly rigid. What it is that’s bothering me.


I’ve thought about this call before. I’ve imagined it so many, many times: all the things she could be. Distant. Angry. Upset.


But I never imagined that she’d sound so … scared.
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My coffee from the vending machine, lukewarm to start with, is now cold. It’s not making it taste any better. With my back to the room, I pull a face.


‘Well, there must be something you can do to find her,’ I say steadily, turning round. ‘There must. Some sort of log kept by the phone company maybe – something.’ I sound more confident than I am, I used to be good at that. ‘I mean, the police must trace calls all the time.’


‘I do understand your frustration, Mrs Harlow. I really do.’ The young officer taking down a report of the call has been polite, even solicitous, making me go over every detail. Getting him to do something about it, and now, is another matter. ‘But we can’t do anything until we take a look into the original investigation, get up to date with that. Which will be this week, I can assure you.’


‘This week?’ I catch the expression on his face. ‘Look,’ I say, ‘I know how it sounds. But it’s not what she said. It’s how she said it.’


‘Yes, you mentioned. You’ve a feeling,’ he says. I give him a sharp glance, but his face is blank. ‘But did she say she needed help? Police assistance? Has someone threatened her, attacked her?’


‘No, I told you,’ I say, trying to suppress my frustration. He already knows she didn’t. ‘She said to tell us not to worry any more. But – but she didn’t say she was safe.’


‘And no one else heard her, no one else heard you take the call, even?’


‘No, I said, it’s a skeleton staff on Saturday nights. My colleague had just gone out for her break.’


‘And this caller—’


‘Sophie,’ I interrupt.


‘As you say, Sophie – she ended the call—’


‘Yes, of course I didn’t end it, I wouldn’t hang up on her.’


‘As I said, she ended the call after she realised it was you at the end of the line?’


‘I think so, yes, but it would have been a shock.’


‘Well, then. Maybe she’ll ring again?’


I grit my teeth. I was always so grateful before, so guilty. I’m the mother whose daughter had run away. But now I’m not just upset, I’m angry.


I don’t know what I expected, really, but something a bit more than this. Some sense of urgency, at least.


There’d been no reply when I’d left a message on the number I’d saved in my mobile phone for Kirstie, our old family liaison officer. So I’d simply driven straight round to the police station in Amberton, the market town next to Vale Dean, the village where I live. I got ushered in to a room before an officer came in to take down my report. It was early enough that it was quiet, the Saturday night drunks not yet starting to fill the town centre, still calm under the pink skies.


Not any more, though. I’ve been here for what feels like hours, waiting for them to swing into action. It’s become clear that I’ll be waiting a while.


‘Now, in the meantime, you said she told you not worry,’ he says. He fiddles with a page of his notebook. ‘You know, at eighteen, if someone doesn’t want to come home, well. The truth is, Mrs Harlow, this may not actually be a police mat—’


‘Not a police matter? My daughter, who’s been missing for two years, calls me and what? It’s not a police matter?’ My voice cracks on the last few words and he casts his eyes down. He’s embarrassed for me. He thinks I’m grasping at straws.


‘You don’t understand,’ I say bleakly. ‘I know my daughter. Or I did. Please, PC’ – I try to remember how he introduced myself – ‘Jesson. You know …’ I say slowly, the thought unfurling as I talk, ‘do you have a sister called Jessica, did cross-country for the county?’


‘Uh, no. Jessica’s my cousin,’ he says, a little more warmly. ‘That name’s a mouthful, but people don’t forget it. She’s at uni now, doing law.’ He pauses, as he realises the most likely reason I’d know the name. ‘She must have been a couple of years older than your Sophie. Was she a runner too?’


‘Is,’ I say, meaningfully. ‘Not was, is.’


‘Is,’ he corrects himself. ‘All right,’ he says, more quietly. ‘There’s really nothing we can do tonight. This will have to go to our detective unit, you understand. It’s not a simple thing, pulling phone records, even—’ he stops himself. Even on priority cases, I fill in silently. ‘Even when it’s not a Saturday night. But I’ve noted your concerns. We will be in touch.’


This is as far as I’m going to get this evening. What else can I do?


‘Thank you,’ I say, getting up to leave. There’s no point antagonising him.


It’s dark when I leave the station. I have to navigate a hen party, weaving their way through the back streets, before I get to my car. I am used to being out of sync with the rest of the world.


Driving home, I turn the radio on loud, flicking through the club music until I find some call-in show with mindless chatter to distract me.


‘… so do today’s teenagers have it tougher than we used to? A new report says that mental health problems are on the rise among the young – but what do you think, give me a call. Now, Dave from Stockport has quite a controversial view about body image, don’t you Dave, he’s on the line now, he—’


I flick it off. But as I leave the fringes of the city, the built-up estates giving way to fields, the memories keep coming.


I’d been away, on the tail-end of an over-the-top hen do that I’d wobbled about attending. ‘She’s more Charlotte’s friend than mine,’ I’d said, looking at the programme: a race day, spa treatments.


Sophie had encouraged me to go for the whole thing. ‘You should. You might enjoy it.’


Afterwards, the police said she probably knew then that she was going to leave while I was away: that perhaps – they phrased this tactfully – a mother might be slightly more observant than a father.


It had been a source of contention between us: me, always trying to keep our daughter at home, safe, close, concerned about her schoolwork; Mark, more confident that things turned out for the best, arguing that a teenager needed her freedom, that I’d end up pushing her away.


Maybe it was her age. Maybe it was because, contrary to what I’d thought, teenagers could get into just as much trouble out of London as in it. And they seemed to have so much freedom here in Vale Dean, all driving as soon as they hit seventeen, racing round the country lanes. It filled me with horror.


There were endless rows: Sophie, tear-stained, upset that I’d stopped her from going to another party or gig. ‘But everyone’s going, Holly’s going. Danny will drive us, you don’t even need to take us.’


‘Oh, that makes it better. A seventeen-year-old boy who’s just got his licence!’


‘You wouldn’t mind if it wasn’t them, would you. Admit it, you just don’t like my friends.’


‘It’s just not safe, Sophie. I can’t let you go.’


And then that last one, the week she left, about nothing at all, really. I wanted her to eat dinner with us, but she wanted to eat it in her room. ‘To finish some coursework,’ she said.


I remember how it ended, as always: Sophie slamming her way out of the room.


‘Just let me go. I can’t stand it! Don’t you get it? I just want some space!’


‘Sophie …’


I thought it had blown over though, even if she was a bit quieter than usual, before I went. She gave me a proper hug goodbye on Thursday evening, when Charlotte had picked me up, her pale brown bob in a careful blow-dry for the occasion. She’s always hated how her hair frizzes, saying she’d rather have straight flat lengths like me and Sophie.


‘See you Sunday,’ I’d said. ‘Love you, So.’


‘See you Sunday,’ she’d said, over my shoulder. ‘Love you, Mo.’


Our little routine, for so long, since she was a toddler, and I was putting her to bed. So, my little nickname for her; Mo, for Mum, she came up with, just because she thought it was so funny to rhyme.


It just stuck. I still miss that.


We were already on our way back home from the hen, Charlotte driving us, when Mark rang, ‘just to check in’, sounding far too casual. ‘So, er, Sophie was at Holly’s last night, she said. Is there another Holly from school? Am I getting them mixed up?’ He’d never been able to keep track of her friends.


Of course it all came out in the aftermath: the day before, Friday morning, Mark had taken her to school as usual – Amberton Grammar was on his way to work in the city centre. She’d run back into the house as he’d waited with the engine running, he told us, saying she’d forgotten something. ‘Sophie!’ he’d called, tooting the horn. ‘Will you get a move-on.’


He hadn’t noticed anything different, he said later.


But as he’d dropped her off at the school gates, she’d struggled to swing her rucksack onto her shoulder, and the flap had fallen back, just a little.


‘Is that bag big enough,’ he’d teased. ‘What you got in there, anyway?’


She always seemed to carry the world around with her, carting the entire contents of her locker at all times. ‘Oh, just some – some overnight stuff,’ she’d said. Then: ‘You remember I’m staying with Holly tonight?’


‘No.’ He raised his eyebrows. ‘Sophie, does Mum know about this?’


‘Yes, she said it’s fine.’ She shifted her weight. ‘We’re just going to do some revision, have pizza. That’s OK, right?’


‘I don’t know, Sophie,’ he said, thinking.


She did look a bit guilty, he said later, but he’d chalked it up to the obvious: both of them knew that I wouldn’t like it. But he was late, in a rush to get to work, and what was the harm? She’d been working hard. Of course, there was another reason he didn’t mind her staying away that night.


The car behind tooted at him. ‘So can I?’


‘All right, but don’t be back too late tomorrow. Home by lunchtime,’ he called after her.


‘’K, thanks, Dad. See you tomorrow.’ It was only when she failed to come home by late Saturday afternoon that Mark had called her phone and then, when it went to voicemail, Holly’s house. I’d pinned the number to the noticeboard – she spent so much time there. Did Sophie want picking up?


No, Sophie wasn’t there. Her mum had put Holly on the phone. No, she’d repeated, Sophie hadn’t stayed at her house. In fact, she hadn’t seen her since Friday morning.


‘I’m sure it will be OK,’ Charlotte had kept telling me, after Mark rang off, as I grew increasingly angry – and, underneath that, worried. I couldn’t believe he’d let her go, right before exams.


When he phoned again an hour or so later, I put my mobile on speakerphone. I could tell instantly that she hadn’t turned up, looking sheepish.


‘Katie …’ he’d said, sounding almost bewildered. ‘It’s Sophie. She’s left a note.’ He’d cleared his throat. For a strange moment I wondered if he was going to cry. ‘She’s run away.’


Two officers in uniform – professional, serious – arrived that same evening after I’d called 999. No, we didn’t have to wait 48 hours, they’d reassured us. That was a myth. We’d done the right thing.


They peppered us with questions, as we nursed cups of tea on the living-room sofa.


No, we’ve no idea where she might have gone. Yes, we’ve tried her friends, all the ones we can think of. No, she hasn’t gone to my sister’s, her grandpa said he hasn’t heard from her, he’s very worried. No, there are no other relatives she might go to. No, she’s never run away before. Is she happy at home? Yes. At least, we think so. Have there been any arguments, recently? Well, yes, but she’s a teenager …


I couldn’t get over the unreality of the situation, the sense that any moment I’d hear the key turn in the back door and her clatter into the kitchen.


She’d left her bank card and her phone – I’d found them in the drawer of her bedside table. That was a good sign, Charlotte had said. Sophie’d have to come back soon. But while Sophie hadn’t taken much, what she had was important. Her passport was gone. That was one of the first things they asked me, where we kept it, and I’d showed them the drawer in the desk in the study.


How much money does Sophie have access to? They asked at some point.


‘Not much, she only just turned sixteen last month, she’s still at school.’ Mark had been flustered. He spoiled her, I’d always said that. Meanwhile I was doing the sums. There was her generous allowance, money she’d collected from her waitressing job the summer before, birthday gifts.


‘We let her look after her own account,’ Mark had told the police, growing slightly pink under their steady gaze. ‘She wanted to save for a car.’ We sounded so naive. Comfortable, trusting – and unforgivably naive. She’d cleared out her account completely, we learned later. With everything added together, she had a considerable sum.


And of course, there was the note, her round bubble handwriting on a sheet torn out of one of her exercise books for school.


I’m sorry everyone. But I need to get away. Please try not to worry about me, I’m going to be fine. I love you all, Sophie xxx [image: image]


Three kisses, like we always left for each other in our family birthday cards and, once she was older, the notes I’d leave stuck to the fridge. One for Daddy, one for her, one for me. And a little flower doodle, like a daisy, in small strokes of biro, next to her name. She always did that, since she was little. She’d started it for me: she knew flowers made me happy.


They wouldn’t stop running over the details with Mark. ‘And when did you find this, Mr Harlow?’


‘This afternoon, after I’d phoned Holly’s mum.’ He couldn’t meet anyone’s eyes. ‘It was on Kate’s pillow, so I didn’t see it.’


I think Charlotte had snorted.


‘It won’t have made a big difference, will it?’ he’d asked almost pleadingly.


They’d reassured him that they had every confidence, et cetera. But I knew, countless news stories and TV reconstructions flashing in my mind: the first few hours are crucial.


That was the beginning of the end for us. Of course he’d had to own up, and quickly, to what was already obvious to me. When Sophie ran in while he waited in the car, she must have placed the note on our bed, knowing he wouldn’t see it until that night. But he’d had a sleepover of his own that night, elsewhere, so hadn’t seen it until he came home the next day and, worried now, finally checked around.


‘It might not have made any difference, Kate, if he’d found it sooner,’ Charlotte said to me, in the days after. And maybe she was right.


But I couldn’t forgive him for that.
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It’s too late to wake up Dad, I tell myself, as I pull up at the house after the police station. I catch myself sighing. Coming home to our pretty old redbrick no longer lifts my spirits as it used to. This place is too big for me now, but I can’t leave. What if she came back and found us all gone?


In the drive, a small shape pads up and I bend down to stroke Tom – a ginger tom, unoriginally. Mark took the dog when we split. It was a surprise how much I missed him, I told my sister: King, not Mark. She didn’t laugh.


At least it meant I could house Tom. Lily, my neighbour, had seen a sign in the supermarket advertising a ‘free kitten’ and rung a number: a woman had rushed over with a cardboard box, the animal inside hissing furiously. He was already half-grown, I saw immediately, and – we soon found out – not yet house-trained. Lily had been so upset about it all.


Perhaps that episode was a sign: she was being too impulsive, not her usual sensible self. At least the cat doesn’t require a lot from me. Suddenly I’m exhausted, the adrenaline that’s borne me through this evening disappearing like bubbles from a fizzy drink.


I switch off the downstairs lights, listening to the noises of the house around me: soft creaks and hums as it settles, the warmth of the day evaporating. Climbing the stairs, I make a note to call the blinds company. In a rare burst of activity, I’d taken down the tired curtains at the landing window. I just haven’t got around to doing anything more and I’m reminded of it every time I walk past the pane of glossy black.


In the darkness outside, I can see the bulk of the nearest neighbour, Parklands, its towers confused by scaffolding, alien shapes against the night sky. There are no lights on, of course. A bend in the road means we don’t even have neighbours on the other side, not really.


I feel a sudden pang of longing for our smart London terrace – far too small for us, we thought, with a teenager and a dog.


For a long time, the idea of moving here had been just that – a ‘what if’ to ponder after dinner with friends over dregs of wine, plotting our escapes from the smoke. Then Mark got offered the chance to expand the Manchester practice. An RAF brat, he was cheerfully unconcerned about starting over. ‘Everyone’ll come and stay, it’s just a jaunt up the M6. Have you seen the space we could get up there?’ And we’d be closer to my family. Charlotte had stayed local to Macclesfield, near where we grew up. She, Phil and the boys were ten minutes from Dad, while Mark’s parents spent half the year in France anyway.


There were things we didn’t talk about: the distance between us.


I’d met him at a bar in the City, birthday drinks a friend had brought me along to – he was at the centre of a big laughing crowd, as always. He was a golden retriever in human form, Charlotte had said to me, when I brought him home, rolling her eyes. She’d been with Phil, even more sensible than my sister, since sixth form and through her tough first years as a teacher. But in the end she was charmed too. When I’d got pregnant, early among our group of friends, there was no doubt about what to do. We’d married that summer, me fooling no one by slowly draining half a glass of champagne.


And if sometimes I wondered privately how much we really had in common, if I was sometimes surprised to find myself with a husband, a house, a baby, even a dog, I can’t really say it worried me much. Even when it became clear there wouldn’t be any more to follow Sophie – after we both realised the other was ready to stop trying, too – we were OK, I think.


So we decided. We’d leave. There were tears from Sophie, an upsetting amount – she didn’t want to leave her friends – but it would be good for her, surely. They grew up so fast in London.


And we’d been excited to find this place so quickly: leafy Cheshire, near enough to the city that Mark could drive in but still, to a couple of London transplants, all so shockingly green and quiet. Out here where the village turns to countryside, the houses sit far apart, most of them stately Victorian mansions built by the cotton merchants behind low stone walls. If you keep driving along Park Road, away from the village, you end up at the entrance to the deer park, once the grand estate that gave Vale Dean its name.


I took voluntary redundancy. I’d loved my job, fund-raising for an arts organisation, but it didn’t pay like Mark’s, in the law, and I was sick of the endless cuts. I didn’t need to worry about working for a while, Mark told me, I could focus on doing up the house. I squashed down the thought that he’d prefer me not to work.


Looking out at the shadow of Parklands now, I can almost hear his voice: ‘It’s an eyesore, letting a good house get like that. Weren’t you going to ring the council?’


I suppress a shiver. Enough of the past. I know where I have to go tonight.


On the threshold, I stop, and touch the pink wooden heart hanging from the doorknob. She’d got into decorating her room a bit, starting to take an interest in having a more grown-up space around her, and I’d let her. Privately I’d smiled to see her taste: flowered cushions in soft blues and violets, the walls ‘apple white’. My sweet little girl was still there, I’d thought, even as she’d disappear to her room for hours, or rush out of the house – ‘out’, the only answer flung at me as I watched her retreating back.


‘She’s a teenager, Kate,’ Mark would tell me, bored of the discussion. ‘That’s what they’re like.’


I push the door open, slowly. I never keep it closed, just ajar. There’s a tang of furniture polish the air – Silvia, our cleaner, was good about that, she just carried on as if Sophie hadn’t gone, until I said she could stop coming. There wasn’t any need, any more.
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They said my daughter ran away.

I believed them.
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