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Prologue

Dodo Hollingberry wrestled with her conscience. A terrible sleeper, she’d only just fallen into a fitful slumber when a child’s pitiful cry had immediately woken her again. She dozed for a few seconds longer in the hope that the wailing might stop. When it didn’t, she wearily levered her middle-aged body out of her narrow single bed and headed up the steep wooden stairs.

By the time she’d reached the second floor, however, the sobs had begun to subside. As usual, the door had been left slightly ajar – the girls couldn’t bear it shut tight – and there was a light glowing on the landing. Dodo peered short-sightedly into the cavernous room and nearly jumped back with fright. Apart from a battered-looking teddy lying on the pillow, one bed was completely empty. The old-fashioned blankets and rose-sprigged eiderdown were slung in a tangled heap on the floor, leaving just a crumpled sheet on the bed. Her heart beating wildly by now, Dodo glanced at the other divan, just two feet away from its twin, and sighed with relief. How could she have been so stupid? She should have known that Laura and Kate would be huddled up together, two small sad girls in need of consolation.

‘It’s all right, Katey-Kate,’ soothed Laura’s soft voice through the stillness. ‘I’m here now. I’ll never leave you. I promise.’

Dodo felt a lump form in her throat. Laura was only eight, and petrified of the dark. The little girl would have had to screw up all her courage to get out of her own bed and comfort her six-year-old sister. And she wouldn’t have crossed the bedroom floor in the middle of the night for anyone else. Not in a million years.

Dodo cursed herself for not picking up on her nieces’ mood earlier on. Admittedly it had been Sarah, their new Australian nanny, the latest in a long line, who had fed and bathed them. But Dodo had read them their bedtime stories as usual and tucked them up in bed for the night. Perhaps she was the least perceptive woman on earth but there had been no outward sign that anything was amiss.

The girls had been so brave over the past few months, thought Dodo, so valiant. It was almost impossible to believe that it was only a year since their mother had vanished into the wide blue yonder without a word of explanation to either of them.

‘Do you think Mummy will come back soon, Laura?’ whispered Kate’s small voice through the darkness. ‘I never thought she would be away this long.’

It was a few seconds before Laura answered.

‘I … I don’t know,’ she said finally. ‘I just don’t know.’

‘I wish she hadn’t gone,’ said Kate.

‘Me too,’ said Laura.

‘Where do you think she is?’ murmured Kate sleepily.

‘I don’t know. Every time I ask Daddy he goes all peculiar and cross, so I’ve stopped asking him now.’

‘What do you remember about her best?’ asked Kate.

‘Her smell and her soft skin,’ said Laura. ‘And the way her eyes sparkle, even when she’s a bit cross.’

‘But she doesn’t get cross very much, does she?’

‘No. Hardly ever.’

‘But Daddy gets cross with her sometimes, doesn’t he?’

‘Yes, and that makes Mummy cry …’

Laura’s voice faltered and she fell silent again, clearly unable to be brave about it all any more.

A tear trickled down Dodo’s cheek and she dashed it away angrily with the back of her hand. Damn Hubert. His daughters shouldn’t have to cope with all this. No matter what their mother had done, they shouldn’t have to cope without her. No child should, she thought fiercely.

It was November 1978. Almost a year to the day that Clare Hollingberry had stumbled down the front steps of her husband’s elegant Chelsea townhouse for the very last time. Dodo would never forget the look on Clare’s face as she’d lurched onto the pavement, her face white with grief, her usually immaculate short blonde hair all askew, her long, coltish legs almost buckling beneath her. The temperature had dropped dramatically over the few days before but she was only wearing a short navy pinafore with a stripy T-shirt underneath. No jacket or coat. She didn’t have any luggage with her either, just a small leather purse slung over her shoulder and one of the girls’ colourful paintings, wrenched hurriedly off the kitchen wall. Clare had glanced forlornly up to the top window one last time and disappeared from all their lives.

Dodo had seen it coming, of course. She’d seen that Hubert and Clare were set on a collision course. Hubert was absolutely impossible to live with, for a start. He always had been. Even as a small boy he’d refused point-blank to do anything he was told, whether it was washing his hands before meals or eating up his loathsome spinach or learning his twelve times table. Their own mother had pretty much given up trying the day he took the family Bentley for a spin down the King’s Road at the age of fourteen. Dodo could still hear the poor woman plaintively shouting ‘Hubert, Hubert …’ from the corner of the street. And then the almighty crash as their father’s pride and joy had smashed slap-bang into a lamppost.

After Clare’s abrupt departure Dodo had moved into her brother’s house, ostensibly to care for Laura and Kate, but, as things had turned out, to look after Hubert too. Dodo was three years older than her brother but he had been the boss for as far back as she could remember. He had always had the uncanny knack of getting everybody around him, Dodo included, to do exactly as he wanted. That was probably why he had been so successful in business, building up the modest family firm into the highly profitable regional newspaper group it was today. So Dodo had obediently let out her tiny mansion flat near Albert Bridge, put her most precious possessions into storage and decamped over the river to Chelsea.

It had been weeks before she’d got any sense out of Laura and Kate. Hubert had declined to discuss anything with any of them and the two little girls were so stunned by their mother’s disappearance that for days they barely uttered a word. They were perfectly acquiescent, quietly doing precisely as their father and aunt instructed, but neither of them volunteered any information as to what was going on inside their heads. A year later, they still weren’t exactly forthcoming, but at least they seemed reasonably settled. Now and again, when she was in a particularly sunny mood, Kate would even climb onto Dodo’s knee for a cuddle. Laura, however, completely eschewed any physical contact, wriggling away whenever Dodo came near.

In private, Hubert claimed the girls had forgotten their mother but Dodo knew he was kidding himself. It was clear that they were both grieving for Clare. Dodo had often heard the murmur of childish voices late at night and realised that they confided in each other about Clare far more than Hubert imagined. But she’d certainly never found them like this before.

Now Dodo tiptoed across to Kate’s bed, her old-fashioned nightgown swishing along the wooden floor. She switched the bedside light on and knelt quietly beside them.

Startled by their aunt’s sudden appearance from nowhere, the two girls huddled even closer together. Kate’s face was red and blotchy from crying but Laura looked curiously impassive. It was hard to tell what she was thinking. Laura never gave anything away if she could possibly help it.

Dodo touched Kate’s cheek. It felt soft and downy, just like a baby’s. She was only a baby really, thought Dodo, and her heart turned over with love.

‘What’s the matter, darling? I could hear you crying from downstairs.’

‘I wasn’t crying,’ said Kate, sticking her bottom lip out in a gesture of defiance. Laura’s arms tightened protectively around her shoulders.

‘Darling, I heard you,’ said Dodo, her voice gentle. ‘What on earth’s the matter? Do you want Daddy to come up and see you? I think he’s home now.’

‘Yes,’ whispered Kate.

‘No,’ countered Laura quickly. ‘You don’t, do you?’

‘No,’ said Kate obediently. ‘Not really.’

Dodo shrugged her shoulders. The pair of them were such a tightly-knit unit that it was difficult, almost impossible, to gauge what they were really thinking. Faced with Kate on her own, she was pretty sure she could have got to the bottom of all this. But Laura was a much tougher nut to crack. Dodo had no idea how to get through to her. She was a funny little thing really, painfully shy most of the time, but always fiercely loyal to her younger sister.

‘Is it Mummy?’ Dodo asked gently. She wasn’t certain whether she should mention Clare or not.

Kate’s face lit up.

‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I miss her so much. Can you make her come back, Dodo?’

Dodo wrapped the little girl lovingly in her arms. If only things were that simple.

‘Darling, I’m sorry. That’s the one thing I can’t do.’

‘Why not?’

‘Because … because … I don’t know where she is.’

Kate’s face instantly crumpled. Dodo could have kicked herself for admitting she had no idea what had become of Clare. She should have deflected the question. Or gone in search of Hubert. This was all his fault anyway. He should be the one dashing upstairs to comfort his daughters, not her. But Dodo was pretty sure that Hubert would be sleeping peacefully in his large Louis XIV bed downstairs, completely oblivious to the commotion going on above him. The only thing that ever gave him sleepless nights was a tricky newspaper deal.

‘Why did she go?’ persisted Kate tearfully.

This time Dodo paused before answering. She had her own private suspicions but she could hardly discuss them with a six-year-old and an eight-year-old.

‘I don’t know exactly,’ she said.

‘I do,’ said Laura suddenly.

Dodo glanced again at Laura’s cool, imperturbable face. It was hard to tell whether she really knew anything or not.

‘Why then?’ asked Kate insistently.

‘Because Daddy made her,’ said Laura. ‘I heard them shouting at each other just before she went. Daddy was yelling “Get out of this house and don’t come back.” And don’t tell me he didn’t, Dodo, because he did. I heard him.’

‘Darling,’ said Dodo, stroking Laura’s fine blonde fringe from out of her eyes. ‘I know it’s hard to understand but grown-ups often say horrible things to each other when they’re cross and upset. Daddy didn’t mean it, I’m sure.’

Laura gazed at Dodo, the misery in her face quite clear.

‘But he did mean it, didn’t he?’ she said. ‘He did mean it, because Mummy hasn’t come back, has she? And do you know what I think?’

The little girl paused dramatically before continuing.

‘What d’you think, Laura?’ pleaded Kate. ‘Tell us. Please tell us. Please.’

‘I don’t think she ever will come back,’ said Laura and promptly burst into floods of tears.


Chapter One



Sitting bolt upright in the corner of the busy morning train out of London, Kate pinched herself hard. A livid red mark instantly appeared on her forearm and she rubbed it absent-mindedly. She still couldn’t quite believe that she’d actually done it at last. Actually told her father to stop interfering in her life for once and for all and fuck off.

It was a row that had been simmering for months. Probably even longer than that, come to think of it. But inevitably, when it had finally erupted, it had been sparked off by something completely trivial. Like a bowl of lentil soup.

Kate had been in the kitchen at home in Chelsea, cooking dinner and giggling with Laura about Dodo’s fruitless attempts to persuade one of them to accompany her to a Wagner recital at the Royal Albert Hall. Dodo was only fifty-eight but she had grown increasingly eccentric over the years. Her mind was still as sharp as ever but it had become stuffed to overflowing with trivia. She fussed about everything, from the remote possibility that she might get her car clamped to the amount of council tax that she would have to pay in twelve months’ time.

The bond between Kate and Laura was as strong as ever but, for some reason, as the sisters had grown into adulthood, their interests had diverged sharply. Kate had matured into a bright, sparky twenty-two-year-old, filled with ambition and dreams of making a career as a newspaper reporter. She was small and blonde, with bright blue eyes that sparkled with mischief and a zany dress sense that sometimes worked and sometimes didn’t. But as fast as Kate had blossomed, Laura seemed to have wilted. Perhaps the years of taking responsibility for Kate after their mother vanished had finally taken their toll, perhaps it was the constant sense of bereavement that, no matter how hard she tried, she could never quite shake off. Whatever it was, Laura seemed to live in a perpetual state of anxiety. When Kate suffered setbacks in her life, she put them down to experience and succeeded, on the whole, in laughing them off. Laura simply couldn’t manage it. Her hair was white-blonde, much fairer than her sister’s, and while Kate had a curvy, athletic figure, Laura was more delicate. Her sadness seemed to hang like a millstone around her neck, giving her, at the tender age of twenty-four, a troubled, careworn look.

At school Laura had excelled at art and design and both Dodo and Kate had tried their hardest to persuade her to go on to art college. But Laura had refused, protesting that her drawing wasn’t nearly good enough and anyway, what would she do with an art degree? Instead she had gone straight to secretarial college before progressing to a dull PA job in the City. Kate, on the other hand, had recently graduated with a good English degree from the University of Manchester and, unbeknownst to her father, had written well over a hundred letters before landing her first job, sight unseen, on a weekly newspaper in Lancashire.

‘Now if Dodo had got tickets for a Jarvis Cocker concert, I might have been tempted,’ Kate had laughed as she stirred the lentil soup she was cooking.

Laura peered at the thick brown sludge in the saucepan and made a face. A pernickety eater, to put it mildly, she didn’t share Kate’s new-found enthusiasm for wholefood cooking at all.

‘Ugh. That looks absolutely revolting,’ she said. ‘You could at least follow a recipe instead of making it up as you go along. Surely you’re not going to eat it, are you?’

‘Of course I am,’ smiled Kate, licking the end of the wooden spoon. ‘Mmmm, delicious. You can really taste the soy sauce. Here, try some.’

Kate ladled a spoonful of the soup into a spongeware bowl and picked it up to pass it to her sister. The bowl was boiling hot and she dropped it instantly with a yelp of pain. Tiny shards of smashed china flew across the room and the brown sludge she’d been cooking slid forlornly down the front of the immaculate cream Aga and onto the black and white tiled floor.

‘Shit,’ said Kate, before adding, ‘oh well, I never really liked that bowl anyway.’

The girls burst out laughing together, but their merriment trailed away when they looked up and realised that a tall, thickset man with a ruddy complexion and a shock of white hair was watching them from the doorway. Hubert Hollingberry, his face racked with exhaustion, didn’t seem to appreciate the joke at all. He needed peace and solitude when he got home, not two daughters behaving like hysterical teenagers. They were old enough to know better.

Over the past sixteen years Hubert’s group of regional newspapers had expanded steadily and was now the largest company of its type in the country. But HH, as he was known to almost everyone, Flatly refused to ease up. Where most bosses would have delegated the more tedious tasks to their minions, then sat back and enjoyed the advantages of life at the top, HH simply couldn’t. He was fifty-five now, but, thanks to his horrendous hours and unhealthy lifestyle, looked a good ten years older.

‘What the hell do you two think you’re playing at?’ growled HH.

‘We’re chucking soup around the kitchen for fun, of course,’ said Kate lightly. ‘What does it look like?’

HH’s face flushed crimson. He wasn’t in the mood for smart-arse cracks from his younger daughter.

‘Well, clear it up then. NOW.’

Laura stood rooted to the spot with fear. Kate, however, wasn’t in the least in awe of her father. She simply shrugged her shoulders and began searching under the sink for a dustpan and brush. When she sensed that he was still watching her like a hawk, she stopped what she was doing and stood up again.

‘Look, Daddy, what’s your problem?’ she said, glaring at him. ‘We all know you’ve had a hard day but there’s no need to take it out on me and Laura. You’re behaving like a bear with a sore head. For goodness sake, go and put your feet up in your study and I’ll bring you a gin and tonic.’

HH glowered at his younger daughter. It was an appealing idea but he certainly wasn’t going to be told what to do by a young slip of a girl.

‘I’ll have it here,’ he snapped. ‘There’s something I want to have a serious talk with you both about.’

Laura shot a warning glance at Kate. As a rule HH never had serious talks with his daughters. Deep down he adored them both and was intensely proud of them – though he found this hard to articulate – but he was usually far too busy to spend any time with them.

For one hopeful, fleeting moment it crossed Laura’s mind that he might have come to his senses and decided to tell them the truth about their mother at last. Clare’s name had barely been mentioned since the day she disappeared but Laura was convinced that HH’s secrecy would have to come to an end eventually. They were both adults now; surely they had a right to know the truth.

Her hopes were soon dashed. As it turned out, HH only wanted to talk to them about their plans for the future.

‘I know you’re all sorted out, Laura,’ he boomed, ‘and about time too. I’m glad that you gave up all that art nonsense and settled down into a proper job. But now it’s Kate’s turn. Look, darling, I know you hate the thought of me pulling strings on your behalf, but I’ve been having a little chat with Gordon Osprey. I told him you’re interested in the newspaper business and he’s come up with something pretty good. He’s looking for a new secretary and he said he would be more than happy to offer you the post. You’ll have to polish up your typing and shorthand of course, but you’ll really be in the thick of things. He wants you to start a week on Monday. It’s exactly the chance you’ve been looking for, isn’t it, darling?’

Kate rolled her eyes. She’d been waiting for the right moment to tell him her own news and now bloody Gordon Osprey, her father’s creepy deputy, had gone and pre-empted her. She cleared her throat, unsure quite how or where to begin.

‘That’s terribly kind of him, Daddy—’ she knew from past experience that there was no point in going in with all guns blazing – ‘but he needn’t have bothered. You see, I’ve managed to sort myself out with something.’

HH’s eyes bored into hers. His nostrils were starting to flare, like a bull that had spotted a red handkerchief fluttering in the distance.

‘What do you mean you’ve sorted something out?’ he asked. ‘What have you managed to sort out? Some poxy job on a listings magazine that’ll pay you seven grand a year? Most girls your age would jump at a chance like this. Gordon is trying to do you a favour, Kate.’

‘No, Daddy,’ said Kate, steadily meeting his gaze. ‘Gordon is trying to do you a favour. In fact, he wouldn’t dare not to do you a favour, would he?’

Laura shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. She hated confrontation of any kind. Not that there was much of it in her life. She avoided it like the plague.

‘I’ve just got a phone call to make,’ she said, getting up from her seat. ‘I’ll leave you two to …’

‘Sit down, Laura,’ barked HH. ‘You’re not going anywhere. Stop skulking around like a frightened rabbit and sit down.’

Laura immediately did as she was told. Then HH turned to face Kate again.

‘Right, Kate. I’ll ask you a second time,’ he said menacingly. ‘What exactly have you managed to sort out?’

Kate took a deep breath and plunged in. She could hear her heart pounding as she spoke.

‘You know I’ve always wanted to be a reporter, Daddy?’

HH seemed to be ignoring the question so Kate hurriedly continued.

‘Well, I have. So I’ve been writing letters to newspapers for months. I’ve written loads and loads and not got anywhere at all. I mean I haven’t got anywhere until now.’

‘And where have you got now?’ asked HH.

‘I’ve been offered a job on a newspaper in Lancashire. As a trainee reporter.’

She didn’t let on that they’d offered her a job without even interviewing her – and at half the going rate too. She had a niggling fear that they probably hadn’t been able to get anyone else. But then again, she was probably just as desperate as they were.

‘One of ours, is it?’ said HH. His newspaper group owned so many papers now that he frequently lost track of his smaller titles. ‘It’ll be pretty obvious why you got the job then, won’t it?’

‘It’s not one of yours, no,’ snapped Kate. ‘It’s the Bowland Bugle. And if you’re assuming that I only got the job because I’m your daughter, then you’re wrong. I used Mummy’s surname. Not yours. So they know me as Kate Grant. Not Kate Hollingberry.’

Laura closed her eyes. She couldn’t believe that Kate was talking to HH like this. Kate knew he couldn’t stand even the merest mention of their mother’s name. Dodo had warned them so often not to talk about Clare in front of him, and now here was Kate cheerily telling him that she’d decided to use Clare’s name rather than his.

Kate stared defiantly at her father, almost willing him to fly into a rage. If he did that, she told herself, she’d walk out right here and now.

But HH hadn’t got as far as he had in business by losing his rag at inopportune moments. He was a man who relished a fight but he also knew his younger daughter. Of the two girls, she was easily the more like him. If he pushed her too far now, he wouldn’t see her for dust. Perhaps it was time to try a more conciliatory approach, calm her down, make her see he was talking sense.

‘Darling, I only discussed this with Gordon because I care. You know how much you used to enjoy working for us in your summer holidays and this would be the ideal way to learn more about the business. You’d be bored out of your skull up there. It’s in the middle of bloody nowhere, for a start. And do you really know what junior reporters spend all their time doing?’

‘What?’ said Kate sulkily.

‘They trail around to parish council meetings, flower shows, village fêtes. If they’re very lucky, they might even get to go to a funeral once in a while. If they happen to get as much as a sniff of a real story they’re edged aside by some cynical old hack who’s full of resentment towards anyone under the age of twenty-five.’

‘Really?’ said Kate. It was perfectly clear what her father was up to. If he made the job sound boring enough, he reckoned she would knuckle down and agree to work for Grisly Gordon.

‘Yes, really,’ said HH, warming to his theme. ‘So you can see you’d be much better off in the thick of things, can’t you? And that’s where you’d be with Gordon.’

‘I suppose so,’ said Kate.

‘Good,’ said HH, satisfied that she was coming round to his own way of thinking, as usual. ‘Now, what was that you said about mixing your old dad a gin and tonic?’

It was after this episode that Kate had realised it was time she got her act together. She had to get out of London. And fast.

Now she looked at her watch and grimaced. She was itching to get to Lancashire but it was at least two hours before the train arrived at Preston and then a half-hour taxi ride after that to reach Bowland. To help pass the journey, she made her way down to the buffet car. The train was bumping all over the place by this time and twice Kate had to stop herself from falling sideways into passengers’ laps. It was twenty minutes before she finally got to the front of the queue, paid for a carton of steaming hot coffee and turned to make her way back to her carriage. Just as she did so, the train shuddered abruptly to a halt. Kate tried frantically to keep her balance and, at the same time, to hold onto her coffee. For a moment she thought she had managed it and tentatively began walking. Then, almost as suddenly as the train had stopped, it lurched forward again. This time Kate collapsed heavily against a man in the buffet queue, sending her coffee flying in the process.

‘Fucking hell,’ yelled the man as the scalding hot liquid soaked through his once pristine white shirt. ‘What the hell do you think you’re doing?’

‘Oh, I’m so sorry,’ apologised Kate swiftly, scarlet with embarrassment. ‘Are you all right? I really didn’t mean to …’

‘I’m sure you didn’t fucking mean to,’ retaliated the man. ‘But you did, didn’t you?’

This last remark was too much for an elderly woman in the queue. She stepped forward and wagged her finger in front of the man, protesting at his language.

‘I can pick my own nose, thank you,’ said the man nastily.

‘Take no notice, love,’ the woman instructed Kate. ‘Some men just don’t have any manners these days.’

At the old lady’s intervention, however, the man suddenly seemed to pull himself together. ‘Look, I’m sorry,’ he said, grabbing hold of Kate’s arm. ‘I’ve had a lousy few days and now the office has sent me on a job I don’t want to do. I shouldn’t have taken it out on you. I’ll buy you another coffee to keep the peace.’

Kate shook his arm off hers. Now he had calmed down a little, she took a proper look at him. Tall and broad-shouldered, he had dark curly hair and startlingly blue eyes. He was formally dressed, in a navy suit and a bright blue tie covered in sunflowers, and he looked as though he’d recently been on holiday somewhere hot. Only the coffee-stained shirt ruined the image, thought Kate. She grinned. It served him bloody well right too.

‘You are joking, aren’t you?’ she responded sharply. ‘I’m pretty choosy about who I take coffees off.’

The corners of the man’s mouth twitched with irritation. He clearly wasn’t used to getting the brush-off. Especially not from women.

He shrugged his shoulders, trying to look as if he wasn’t bothered one way or the other. ‘Suit yourself,’ he said and turned away.

Kate was relieved to escape when the train finally drew into Preston station. The rest of the journey had passed uneventfully, thank goodness, and luckily she hadn’t set eyes on the man in the sunflower tie again. But she was still fuming at the arrogant manner in which he’d treated her.

After toying with the idea of trying to find a room to rent before she did anything else, she changed her mind and asked the taxi driver to take her straight to the Bowland Bugle office. She was desperate to get started before her nerve failed and, anyway, someone there might offer her a bed for the night.

Kate sat back to enjoy the ride. Once they’d crossed over the M6, the ugly outskirts of Preston gave way to the most breathtaking countryside she had ever seen. She’d once read that given the opportunity the Queen would have liked to retire to the Forest of Bowland – and now Kate could quite see why.

She was more used to the southern countryside, green and pretty and tame. This landscape was savage and raw and unforgiving. As the taxi turned off the main Preston to Skipton road and up into the hills, Kate caught her breath. Ahead of them lay a long lonely road heading up towards the moors, and, beyond that, to Bowland. There were no other cars on the road, just a couple of wild-eyed sheep who must have strayed out of their fields and over the cattle grid that was supposed to keep them confined to the moor. And suddenly, Kate wasn’t at all sure why, she felt as if she’d arrived home.


Chapter Two



Laura hugged her knees to her chin and watched Robert getting dressed. He had his back to her now and was pulling his clothes on with almost indecent haste.

It was as if he couldn’t get away fast enough. When he finally turned to look at her, she noticed that he’d done all his shirt buttons up wrongly. If she’d felt more sure of herself Laura would have pointed this out and they could have laughed about it; but she wasn’t and they didn’t.

‘I’ve got to go. I’m sorry,’ muttered Robert awkwardly as he flung a shabby old donkey jacket around his broad shoulders.

‘I’m not,’ thought Laura, only once again a sense of shyness stopped her from saying the words out loud.

For a couple of seconds, she clung to the forlorn hope that he might at least cross the room and say goodbye properly. But instead he lingered awkwardly by the doorway, clearly uncertain what to say or do, then blew her a kiss and dashed away. A shiver of pain ran through Laura as she heard the front door slam. She had the distinct feeling that she wouldn’t be seeing him again in a hurry.

She turned and buried her face in the sheets. They felt warm and threadbare and well-used. Laura was pretty sure that they wouldn’t have been changed for weeks. Alexa was such a slut, come to think of it, that they probably hadn’t been changed for far longer than that.

Half an hour later, she’d showered and dressed and remade Alexa’s bed as neatly she could. She smoothed the creases over and over again, desperate to eradicate all evidence of the last few hours. Then, on the spur of the moment, she scribbled a note to Alexa and propped it up on the mantelpiece.

‘Popped round to see you this afternoon but you must have been at the studio,’ she wrote, before adding the now treacherous words, ‘Robert let me in.’

When Laura had rung the doorbell of Alexa’s scruffy flat in Clapham at lunchtime, Robert had been the last person she’d expected to see. She’d stood on the steps of the large Victorian house, waiting for Alexa’s first-floor window to be pulled up as usual and the key to the front door to be chucked out onto the path. Only this time Robert’s tousled blond head had appeared instead. He’d brushed aside her apologies for disturbing him and insisted that she come on up.

Laura had never been able to fathom Alexa and Robert’s relationship. Robert was so calm and cool and self-contained, while Alexa … what words could you use to describe Alexa? She was the life and soul of every party, and, apart from her sister Kate, Laura’s closest friend. Laura and Alexa had been at school together, a strict single-sex establishment in the wilds of Dorset. Out of the blue HH had suddenly decided that Laura and Kate were becoming far too dependent on each other, so at the ages of thirteen and eleven respectively he’d split them up and sent them to boarding schools at opposite ends of the country. ‘They’ve got to learn to stand on their own two feet,’ he’d told a weeping Dodo as Laura and Kate eavesdropped on the other side of the door. ‘I know it seems harsh but it’s got to be done. For their own sakes.’

When Laura had arrived at her new school, starting two years later than most of her class, she’d vowed to have nothing to do with the other girls. It just wasn’t worth getting close to anyone because it always went wrong and they always left her. First Mummy. Now Kate. It was all too painful. She couldn’t go through it again.

But somehow, and more than ten years later she still wasn’t quite sure how it happened, Alexa Grainger had penetrated her defences. Like her, Alexa had been a new girl, but where Laura was quiet and reserved and desperate to keep herself to herself, Alexa was loud and boisterous and fizzing with energy. Despite their differences, she’d jollied Laura into being her friend and had remained devoted to her ever since. Even after they’d left the confines of school – unlike Laura, Alexa had gone straight to art school and started making lots of strange, bohemian friends – she’d loyally kept up the friendship. Laura, who couldn’t help feeling a pang about giving up art, was grateful. Once Kate had left London and disappeared off to university, it was kind-hearted, gregarious, flame-haired Alexa who had kept her sane.

Then Robert had come along and ruined everything.

Kate stood and stared up at the battered sign above the fish-and-chip shop. ‘First Floor. Bowland Bugle,’ she repeated out loud. It wasn’t the most glamorous location to launch her journalistic career, but everyone, she told herself, even her idol, John Pilger, had to start somewhere.

‘This is it,’ she told herself sternly. ‘The start of your new life. The chance to prove yourself on your own terms. Go for it.’

She put her shoulders back, just like Dodo had always told her to, and pushed open the door. Instantly the smell of greasy fish and chips hit her smack in the face.

‘How do I get to the Bugle office?’ she asked the sullen-looking girl lurking behind the counter.

The girl, who wore a dirty white overall and an extremely unflattering pork-pie hat, jerked her head towards the staircase next to the fridge.

‘Up there,’ she said in a hard northern accent. ‘But you won’t find nobody there. They’re always down the pub at dinnertime. Right load of piss artists if you ask me.’

Kate smiled at the girl. After her unpleasant encounter with the sunflower-tie man, she was determined to avoid getting off on the wrong foot with anyone else today.

‘I’ll go up and have a look anyway,’ she said.

‘You’re wasting your time,’ shrugged the girl and went back to shovelling chips.

Kate couldn’t believe the sight that met her when she pushed open the heavy fire door at the top of the stairs. She’d visited loads of newsrooms up and down the country with her father and had felt pretty confident that she knew exactly what to expect at the Bugle. All the newsrooms she’d seen before had been huge, more the size of aircraft hangars than anything else, with fitted carpets, air conditioning, espresso machines and the most up-to-date technology. This place was like something out of the ark. It was tiny, for a start. Somehow six scruffy wooden desks had been crammed into the room, though God knew how anyone ever managed to squeeze between them and sit down. Each desk was crammed to overflowing with old-fashioned telephones, ancient-looking computers (she was amazed the Bugle had managed to progress into the technological age at all) and an assortment of mismatched – and mostly dirty – coffee cups.

As Kate stood there, trying to work out what to do next, the door was flung open and a flustered young man with a shaven head and battered leather jacket dashed in. He had three cameras slung round his neck and was panting heavily.

‘Have I missed Thorndike?’ he spluttered.

‘Who?’ asked Kate.

‘Thorndike,’ he repeated. ‘Hey, who are you?’

‘Kate Grant. The new reporter.’

‘What new reporter? No one said anything about a new reporter. Where’s Thorndike, anyway?’

This is a circular conversation, thought Kate, and couldn’t help giggling.

‘Look, you’re going to have to help me out here,’ she said. ‘One, I haven’t a clue who Thorndike is. And two, I haven’t got a clue who you are either. Who are you, by the way?’

The young man banged his forehead with his fist.

‘Bloody hell,’ he said. ‘Here I go again. My mum’s always telling me to think before I open my big mouth.’

He thrust his hand towards hers.

‘Danny Simpson – photographer extraordinaire. I hope you don’t mind me saying this when we’ve only just met, but you couldn’t have picked a worse day to start.’

‘Thanks a lot,’ said Kate. ‘What do you mean, anyway?’

Danny gaped at her.

‘Don’t you know what’s happened up here?’

Kate racked her brains. She hadn’t spotted anything about Bowland in the copy of The Times she’d been reading on the train on the way up. The paper had been full of boring stuff about the Labour Party conference.

‘No. What?’

‘Bloody hell, you’re not exactly on the ball, are you,’ said Danny. ‘It’s lucky you met me first. Thorndike would have hit the roof if he thought you hadn’t been doing your homework.’

‘What do you mean, doing my homework?’ said Kate. ‘No one told me I was starting at a new school. My dad told me nothing ever happens in Bowland anyway.’

‘It doesn’t usually,’ said Danny grimly. ‘But it has now.’

‘So are you going to tell me, or what?’

‘Bowland’s a terrible place to be a hack,’ said Danny. ‘I’ve been here for two years and I seem to have spent most of my time doing pictures of sodding school fairs and golden weddings. It’s quiet and sleepy and even though most Lancastrians I know have got the gift of the gab, for some reason they don’t like talking about themselves round here.’

‘So what’s happened?’ said Kate impatiently.

‘So you’ve only gone and arrived on the one day that something actually is happening. A young girl called Nicky Rawlinson has run away from home. She’s only fourteen and she’s disappeared off the face of the earth. Her mum and dad are worried sick …’

‘Probably gone off to a rave with her boyfriend or something,’ said Kate, a note of doubt creeping into her voice. ‘I mean, I hate to pour scorn on what you’re saying but you know what teenage girls are like.’

Danny gave her an odd look.

‘Sure,’ he said. ‘I’ve got a sister of exactly the same age. And I’d go completely bloody apeshit if anything happened to her. Wouldn’t you? If something happened to your sister, I mean?’

‘How do you know if I’ve got a sister or not?’ said Kate.

‘Well, have you?’

‘Yep.’

‘And?’

‘I’d go completely bloody apeshit.’

‘Phew, I’m glad we’ve got that sorted out,’ said Danny. He picked up a canvas bag off one of the desks and slung it over his shoulder. ‘Anyway, are you coming?’

‘Coming where?’ asked Kate.

‘To find bloody Thorndike, of course. Where did you think I meant?’

‘Yep, of course I’m coming to find bloody Thomdike,’ said Kate, scrambling after him. ‘I’ll leave my stuff here.’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Danny, suddenly noticing all Kate’s cases strewn over the floor. ‘You don’t exactly travel light, do you?’

‘This is me travelling light,’ laughed Kate. ‘I usually have at least double this. Now, you’d better explain who Thorndike actually is.’

She followed Danny out of the fish-and-chip shop and down a side street towards a grotty-looking pub. On the way he filled Kate in about Thorndike.

‘He’s the news editor,’ said Danny. ‘But he’s the editor in all but name. The real editor’s called Laurie Laing, but he’s been here for donkey’s years and he’s completely past it.’

‘It was Laurie Laing’s name on the letter offering me the job,’ said Kate.

‘Really? That surprises me. Laurie Laing’s not even up to getting up the office stairs these days, let alone drafting a letter. At least, not one that makes any sense.’

‘Well if he’s not important, tell me something about Thorndike. What’s his first name anyway?’

‘Bill,’ replied Danny. ‘But I don’t even think his wife calls him that. He’s Thorndike to everyone.’

‘If he’s the news editor,’ said Kate thoughtfully, ‘why do you need to find him? You’re a photographer. Don’t you report to the picture desk?’

‘This isn’t the Manchester Evening News, you know,’ said Danny. ‘There are only eight of us in total. Laurie Laing – and he hardly counts – Thorndike, two reporters, two subs, a sports guy and me.’

‘And me,’ said Kate indignantly.

‘Mmmm, if you say so. Anyway, so Thorndike gives the orders on everything. Words, pictures, whatever. He’s the man. So, if you want a piece of advice …’

‘What is it?’ said Kate urgently. They’d reached the door of the White Elephant by this time.

‘Don’t fall out with him. If you do, you’re dead.’

It was strange, thought Kate, walking into a dark, smoky bar in the middle of the day. Outside, it had been bright and clear, a fine autumn afternoon. It was hard to understand why anyone should want to while their daylight hours away in a dive like this. The White Elephant was almost as much of a dump as the Bowland Bugle office. There was no carpet on the floor for a start, just a sheet of shabby linoleum, and the few tables and chairs looked as if they’d fallen off the back of a skip. The television was blaring out the afternoon’s racing but no one was watching it. In fact, the place was almost deserted, apart from a motley group of people congregated around a table at the far end of the bar.

‘Come on Kate,’ said Danny, putting his arm round her shoulders and propelling her forward. ‘Come and meet Thorndike.’

As she crossed the room with Danny, Kate felt sick with nerves. She’d met loads of important people through her father, from the Prime Minister right through to Madonna, and thought nothing of it; but now her heart was beating so loudly that even Danny himself must be able to hear it.

‘Thorndike,’ announced Danny. ‘This is Kate Grant. The new reporter.’

There were three men sitting in a huddle together and for a moment Kate couldn’t fathom which one might be the dreaded Thorndike.

‘Kate Grant, eh?’ said the surliest of the trio, looking her up and down. ‘Kate Grant you say? Mmmm? Come on, spit it out, girl.’

The man was small and wiry, with wispy brown hair that touched the back of his collar and the face of a weasel.

‘Yes, Kate Grant,’ said Kate firmly, wondering why he had twice questioned her name. On second thoughts, perhaps she was just getting paranoid about her father. ‘And you must be Mr Thorndike.’

She offered her hand to him but he didn’t take it. He laughed unconvincingly, showing a row of pointy teeth that made him look even more like a weasel.

‘Oh forget the niceties, please, girl. Us gruff northerners don’t bother with crap like that. Now, Kate Grant, what are you going to do for us?’

Kate shifted uncomfortably from one foot to the other. She wasn’t sure what Thorndike meant, but it was pretty clear that she was going to have to watch her back when he was around. She couldn’t comprehend why he was so instantly hostile towards her but one thing was for certain; there was no way this man was ever going to put himself out, either for her or for anyone else.

‘Er, I’m not sure. What do you want me to do?’

At this the three men all burst into uproarious laughter. Danny’s face went puce.

‘Der, stupid me,’ bellowed Thorndike, banging his fist against his forehead. ‘I thought you said you were the new reporter. You’re that strippergram girl Barney booked to gee up the lunchtime trade, aren’t you? I don’t think much of your clothes though. Or are you the schoolmistress type? All respectable on the outside and G-strings and suspenders underneath?’

Kate took a deep breath. She could see that if she didn’t rescue the situation right now her career on the Bowland Bugle would be finished before it had even started, and she’d be on the 6.10 train back to London in double quick time.

‘OK, boys, it was good while it lasted but the joke’s over,’ she breezed with all the confidence she could muster. ‘I’m here to take the Bugle by the scruff of the neck and turn it into a newspaper. Not some pathetic freesheet that people chuck in the bin as soon as it plops through the letter-box.’

‘Hear, hear,’ said one of the older men. ‘You tell ’im, lassie. Don’t let this twisted old toerag here intimidate you. You start giving as good as you get and you’ll get along just fine. I’m George Gibbs, by the way, chief sub.’

Then the man sitting next to George, a huge bruiser with shoulders the size of Mike Tyson’s, jumped up and pumped Kate’s hand so enthusiastically that she thought it was going to fall off.

‘And if he gives you any more grief, you just tell me,’ he boomed. ‘I’ve knocked him senseless more than once and I’m quite happy to do it again. You just give the word and he’s dead meat.’

Kate gulped. She wasn’t totally sure whether he was joking or not.

‘And you are …?’ Her voice was tentative.

‘Steve Scarsdale. But my friends all call me Scar. Look at this.’

The bruiser proudly rolled up his shirt to show her a jagged scar running the full length of his left forearm.

‘Good, eh? The joker who gave me this was soon laughing on the other side of his face, I can tell you. I really gave him what for.’

‘Poof,’ sneered Thorndike. ‘Knocked me senseless? Gave him what for? I’ve never heard such a load of balls in my whole life. You wouldn’t have the skin off a rice pudding.’

Scar’s face fell. Thorndike always ruined his best stories. He looked like a small boy who’d just lost his prize conker.

‘Are you on the Bugle too then?’

Kate couldn’t help warming to Scar. He might have a nasty wound down his arm and he was definitely not superbrain, but at least he was a damn sight more welcoming than the creepy-looking Thorndike.

‘Yep. Sports editor,’ mumbled Scar under his breath. All of a sudden he looked a bit shifty.

‘Balls,’ said Thorndike again. ‘So you cover the odd Rovers game; that doesn’t exactly make you sports editor. Not in my book, any road. Just to put you in the picture, Kate Grant, our old mate Scar does most of our sports stuff but basically he’s one of our run-of-the-mill reporters, just like you. In fact he can show you the ropes if you like. If you’re going to be staying, that is.’

Kate met his gaze. Thorndike stared back at her unflinchingly for thirty seconds or so before, disconcerted, she was forced to look away.

‘Of course I’m staying,’ she said briskly. ‘Laurie Laing offered me the job and I’m not going to let him down.’

‘You’ve met old Laurie, then, have you?’ enquired Thorndike.

‘Er n-n-n-n-no,’ stuttered Kate. ‘Not exactly. But he did offer me the job. It was his name on the bottom of the letter.’

She fumbled in her pocket for Laurie Laing’s letter, desperate to show Thorndike that she was genuine.

‘Look. Here.’

Thorndike glanced at the letter in a desultory sort of fashion.

‘Old Laurie wrote that himself, did he?’ he asked.

‘Yes,’ said Kate proudly. ‘At least some bosses can spot talent when they see it.’

Suddenly Thorndike snatched the letter from Kate’s hand and scrawled something across it in splodgy blue ink.

‘Hey,’ shrieked Kate. ‘What do you think you’re doing?’

‘Just take a butcher’s at the signatures, Kate Grant. That’ll show us whether you’ve got anything up top or not.’

Kate studied the writing on the letter offering her the job. Laurie Laing’s signature was tiny, black and spiky. Thorndike’s version, just below, was tiny, blue and spiky. Identical. He’d clearly written the letter himself.

‘Why did you …?’ she began.

‘Shut up, Kate Grant,’ hissed Thorndike. ‘Just to teach you that things aren’t always as they seem. If you’re going to make any kind of reporter at all, and from what I’ve seen so far, I have my doubts, just remember not to jump to too many conclusions. Right? Now, we’ve got a big story on our patch and we go to press this evening. Rob Bennett – he’s another of my so-called reporters – is covering the police end. Scar, I want you and Kate Grant to go and talk to the girl’s parents.’

Kate glanced at Scar. So much for all his big, brave talk earlier on, she thought wryly. He looked bloody terrified out of his wits.

Laura clattered up the steps and pushed open the heavy black door of her father’s house. Disgusted with herself for the way she’d betrayed Alexa, she felt as if she was going to be sick. The only person she could even contemplate telling was Kate. There was no way she could bring herself to confide in Dodo – Dodo was a dear but no, it was absolutely unthinkable – and talking to Alexa was definitely out of the question. ‘I’m afraid I’ve just spent the afternoon in bed with your lover,’ muttered Laura, and, despite her misery, a ghost of a smile crossed her lips. No, she would tell Kate the whole sad story. She knew Kate would listen. Kate would listen carefully and sympathise and be wise and make everything all right.

For the last couple of months, since Kate had finished university, she’d been at home waiting for Laura at the end of each day, weird unstructured jazz pouring forth from her room till all hours or at least until HH got back and bellowed at her to turn it down, endless half-drunk cups of tea scattered around the house, and the smell of something absolutely unspeakable cooking downstairs in the kitchen.

Now the whole house was silent, and suddenly the truth hit Laura. In her haste to get home she’d completely forgotten that her sister had gone. Despite their father’s dire warnings, this morning Kate had packed her bags and left to start her new life. Laura was all alone. Again.


Chapter Three



For all his bluster, Scar was virtually as inexperienced as Kate. The Bowland Bugle had a paltry circulation of twelve thousand a week, a figure that meant it barely broke even and was forced to operate on a shoestring. Apart from Thorndike, on whom the local verdict was ‘he’s so sharp he’ll cut himself one day,’ all the paper’s employees were either has-beens with drink problems or naive young trainees straight out of college. Scar himself had never even reached the giddy heights of college in the first place. He was Laurie Laing’s nephew and had been foisted on the paper in a fit of magnanimity by his uncle. Now that Laurie Laing was almost permanently off sick, his illness inextricably linked with his forty-a-day smoking habit, Thorndike was forever threatening Scar with the sack.

‘One more cock-up and you’re out on your ear,’ was the constant roar around the office and Scar would hang his head in shame and promise to do better next time. One of his early ignominies had been to ask the rest of the office what the foot pedal on his computer was for, only to be told by an incandescent Thorndike that it was the mouse and should be kept on his desk, not underneath it. And now, after being sent off to write a feature on traffic congestion in Bowland, only to face the humiliation of getting his own double-parked car towed away by the police, he was on a final warning.

‘You know why Thorndike’s sent the two of us round to Nicky Rawlinson’s parents’ house, don’t you?’ mumbled Scar to Kate as he raced through the back streets of Bowland in his bright green souped-up Ford Escort.

‘Because we’re his two star reporters, of course,’ joked Kate. She felt so nervous that, despite the heavy-metal CD blaring out at top volume, she was certain Scar must be able to hear her teeth chattering.

Scar glanced sideways at Kate. He was astonished by her coolness. For someone who’d never worked on a newspaper before, or so she’d claimed earlier, she seemed remarkably composed.

‘Is that what you really think?’ said Scar.

‘I was pulling your leg, you idiot,’ smiled Kate good-naturedly. ‘Come on, spill the beans, why has he sent us? Is it a question of giving us enough rope to hang ourselves?’

‘You what?’ gawped Scar.

Kate rolled her eyes. She couldn’t believe Scar was such a dumbwit. A second later, however, she felt ashamed of herself. At least he’d made an effort to be friendly. Unlike some people she could think of.

‘Come on. Why did Thorndike send us?’ she asked again.

‘He doesn’t like you, that’s obvious,’ grunted Scar. ‘And he sure as hell doesn’t like me either. He knows that Nicky’s family won’t answer the door because he’s had Pam Newbold down there all morning door-stepping the place. So he’s sent us because he knows we won’t get anywhere either and then he can go ballistic.’

Scar paused for a moment.

‘And Thorndike likes going ballistic,’ he added.

‘Who’s Pam Newbold when she’s at home?’ enquired Kate.

Scar gaped at her.

‘You mean you haven’t met her?’

‘No,’ said Kate patiently. ‘You know perfectly well I haven’t. I’ve only been in Bowland for about five hours.’

‘She’s the most senior reporter,’ said Scar in hushed tones. ‘You should see her in action. She’s absolutely brilliant. She can get anybody to talk to her. She’s …’

Kate was tempted to ask what Pam Newbold was doing on the Bowland Bugle if she was that brilliant. But Scar was clearly so smitten that she’d be unlikely to get an impartial answer anyway.

‘What does she look like?’

Scar cleared his throat. How on earth could he do justice to Pam Newbold?

‘She’s the most … the most beautiful woman I’ve ever seen,’ he said. ‘She’s got this rich auburn hair down to her shoulders, bright blue eyes and the sexiest legs.’

‘Wow,’ said Kate, totally underwhelmed. ‘She sounds quite something.’

‘Oh she is,’ said Scar, then turned pale. ‘But you won’t tell any of the others what I said, will you? They’d only laugh at me. So would Pam, I should think.’

Kate couldn’t help feeling sorry for the huge bulk of a man sitting next to her. She had the distinct impression that Scar didn’t have much success with women. He might look like one of the Gladiators on the outside but on the inside he was painfully shy. He could barely string two words together, for goodness sake, let alone contemplate chatting anyone up.

‘Of course not,’ she said, and patted Scar’s chunky arm reassuringly. ‘You never know, if you’re in luck, you might bump into Pam down at the house.’

‘Don’t think so,’ mumbled Scar. ‘I … I think she might be having a bit of a fling with one of the coppers from Bowland nick. That’s the rumour going around. And she must have some inside contact down there because she’s picked up some ace stories. That’s why Thorndike likes her too. She brings in so many stories that he lets her do her own thing most of the time. A free spirit, that’s what he calls her.’

‘I bet he does,’ thought Kate, making a mental note to avoid Pam Newbold like the plague.

‘Here we are,’ said Scar, spinning into a narrow terraced street called Moor View. He screeched to a halt outside number twenty-eight, a modest-looking two-up, two-down with a peeling front door and rotting window frames. It looked like something out of Coronation Street, thought Kate.

Scar and Kate sat silent in their seats for a couple of minutes, both of them reluctant to make the first move towards the door. Scar secretly thought Kate should ring the bell first. She was a woman, after all, and women were always better at times like this. Kate assumed that Scar would go; he was the one with the experience, wasn’t he?

‘Are you going to sit here all day, then?’

‘You what?’ said Scar.

‘Are you going to ring the doorbell or do I have to?’

Scar still didn’t move.

‘Er, you do it, love,’ said Scar, clinking the loose change in his pocket. ‘It’ll be good experience for you, won’t it? And I’m sure there won’t be anyone there anyway.’

In truth, Scar reckoned that there could well be someone inside the tiny terraced house, sandwiched between its two identical neighbours. A window upstairs was open a fraction and, although the jazzy floral curtains had been tightly closed when they arrived, he was certain that one of them had just twitched.

Kate groaned. Talk about being thrown in at the deep end.

‘Has anyone told you before that you’re as much use as a chocolate teapot?’ she muttered, slamming Scar’s passenger door as hard as she could.

‘Hey, watch it,’ growled Scar. ‘I’ve only just had her resprayed …’

Kate took a couple of deep breaths to calm herself down, then walked slowly towards the door.

Scar watched her go, his heart beating wildly. Why was he always such a wimp? No wonder everyone in the office thought he was a joke. They’d all be laughing their heads off when they heard that he’d let the new trainee do his door-knock.

He pulled the rear-view mirror towards him and peered at his reflection. What an ugly mug, he thought, as he inspected his ruddy complexion and badly broken nose (courtesy of a pub fight a couple of years back). And now, just to set the seal on things, his hair was beginning to go too. It was perfectly obvious why Pam Newbold kept giving him the brush-off.

Suddenly Scar heard a door bang shut. He looked up, expecting Kate to slump grumpily back into the car. But Kate was nowhere to be seen. Puzzled, Scar glanced up and down the street several times. No, there was no one around. Scar buried his head in his hands. The girl had simply vanished into thin air.

‘What do you mean, you’ve lost her?’ growled Thorndike. ‘She only set foot in the place a few hours ago, for God’s sake. Even you can’t have been so stupid as to lose her.’

Scar hung his head in shame. He would never live this one down.

‘Where did you last see her?’ demanded Thorndike.

Scar’s brain clanked slowly into action.

‘On the Rawlinsons’ doorstep,’ he muttered. ‘I told her to stay in the car while I knocked them up. I knew she was a bit inexperienced like, so I thought it was better I did it on my own. She must have run off while my back was turned.’

Thorndike paced up and down the tiny newsroom. There was something distinctly fishy about all this.

‘Why the fuck would she want to do a thing like that?’ he said menacingly. He didn’t believe a word of what Scar was burbling on about. To have one young girl go missing in Bowland was extraordinary. But for a second to disappear … No, it was bloody impossible. The kid had been so keen. There was no way she would have buggered off without telling anyone. Now, if it had been Scar walking out on a job it would have been completely in character. But Kate Grant? No. Definitely not.

‘What happened when you knocked on the door?’

‘What door?’

Thorndike jabbed his index finger at Scar.

‘The Rawlinsons’ door, you blithering idiot. Whose door did you think I meant? Remember the story you and the Grant girl were supposed to be working on? Now try and get your pea brain in gear. What happened when you knocked on the Rawlinsons’ front door?’

Scar’s face went white.

Thorndike waited for a couple of seconds, then raised his voice by two hundred decibels.

‘Tell me what happened,’ he roared. ‘Did you or didn’t you knock on that door?’

Scar’s shoulders slumped defeatedly.

‘Didn’t,’ he mumbled.

‘Did Kate Grant knock on the door?’ demanded Thorndike.

‘Don’t know.’

Despite the fact that Thorndike was half Scar’s size, he shoved him roughly onto a chair.

‘You don’t move an inch till I get back, Scar. I’ll be dealing with you later. Either Kate Grant has got the biggest interview of all time or the Rawlinson boys have beaten her to a pulp. And if they have you know who will be held responsible, don’t you?’

‘Like another brew, love?’

Kate looked up from her notebook and nodded. After drinking three mugs of Bert Rawlinson’s industrial-strength tea in quick succession she couldn’t face even looking at another cup of tea. But then again she didn’t want to appear ungrateful. Neither did she want to stop the Rawlinsons talking about their daughter and the reasons why they thought she might have run away.

She’d been sitting in the Rawlinsons’ tiny shoebox of a kitchen for more than an hour now. She’d listened attentively as Violet Rawlinson tearfully recounted how she’d waved Nicky off to school the previous morning and hadn’t clapped eyes on her since.

‘I’m one of the dinner ladies at her school, you see, love, and when I got to work at dinnertime yesterday and found that Nicky’d never turned up for class, I just couldn’t believe it.’

‘Has Nicky played truant before, as far as you know?’ asked Kate as gently as she could. She made a point of referring to Nicky in the present tense, not the past.

‘Never,’ bellowed Bert Rawlinson, slamming his hand down hard upon the yellow Formica table. ‘Our Nicky’s a good girl. Keeps her head down and gets on with her work. Her teacher says she’ll probably get six GCSEs next year.’

‘Would you like to see a picture of her?’ said Violet. Without waiting for an answer she took a battered photograph album from the mantelpiece and began thumbing through it.

‘There,’ she said when she reached the page she was looking for. ‘She’s lovely, isn’t she?’

Kate studied the picture. Nicky Rawlinson looked so young and fresh-faced staring out of the photograph in her school uniform, her long dark hair drawn back from her face in two fat bunches.

‘You must be very proud of her,’ murmured Kate.

At this, Violet Rawlinson buried her face in a large grey handkerchief once more and sobbed her heart out.

Kate shifted uncomfortably on her chair. Up until now her only journalistic experience had been the odd theatre review for one of Manchester’s student papers. She didn’t feel equipped for this at all.

‘You’re so young, love,’ wept Violet Rawlinson. ‘Too young to have lost anyone important to you. Too young to understand what it’s like to lose a daughter.’

As she listened to Violet’s sobs, a vision of an anguished young woman in a knee-length navy pinafore dress suddenly appeared in Kate’s mind.

Oh, but I do understand what it’s like, she thought fiercely. I understand completely.

Outside on the doorstep, the troops were starting to assemble. They looked more like an ill assortment of squaddies from Dad’s Army than a group of working professionals. Alongside Thorndike stood Danny the photographer and Scar’s pin-up, Pam Newbold. A tall, statuesque woman who claimed to be thirty-four but was in fact forty-one, Parn was livid to have been called away from her weekly session at the Beauty Spot – Bowland’s one and only beauty salon gave her a free facial every week in return for the odd plug in the paper. Behind them were a couple of local radio reporters from Preston in grey anoraks and plastic loafers and a smooth-looking man in a navy suit who Thorndike assumed was either a detective or a reporter from one of the London papers.

‘I’ll give it another try,’ said Pam Newbold, teetering forward in her brand-new snakeskin stilettos.

She banged the door hard with the palm of her hand. When that elicited no response, she gave it another whack.

Almost instantly the door was opened a crack and Bert Rawlinson’s nose peeped out.

‘What the bloody hell d’yer think yer doing? My wife’s very upset inside here and you’re making it all even worse than it already is.’

‘Oh I’m so sorry, Mr Rawlinson,’ said Pam Newbold smoothly. ‘I didn’t mean to alarm you. I just wasn’t sure whether you’d heard the door or not.’

‘I should think the whole street heard you making all that racket, missus,’ said Bert Rawlinson. ‘Now, sling your hook will you?’

Seeing that Pam Newbold was getting precisely nowhere, Thorndike stepped forward to try his luck.

‘We’re looking for a young reporter who’s—’

Thorndike clearly didn’t have the right approach either. Bert Rawlinson slammed the door in his face and slid the bolt across.

‘I thought you called yourself queen of the door-knocks,’ Thorndike hissed nastily at Pam once he’d retreated a few yards along the pavement.

‘What about you, then?’ said Pam, glaring at him. She wasn’t going to take any nonsense from a no-mark like Thorndike. ‘He hardly welcomed you in with open arms either, did he?’

‘Now, now, you two,’ said Danny, stepping between them like a referee at a boxing match. ‘There’s no point in the pair of you falling out, is there? We’re here to find Kate. Remember?’

‘Less of your lip, boy,’ grunted Thorndike. He hated being shown up, especially in public.

Just then, the Rawlinsons’ peeling door creaked open once again and Bert Rawlinson was seen to usher a female visitor out onto the front step. He gave her an awkward hug and promised to keep in touch.

‘Thanks love,’ he said gruffly and jerked his head towards the pavement. ‘You’re worth a million of that lot.’

The young woman – Pam took in her short blonde bob, large hoop earrings, jeans and flying jacket that looked at least two sizes too big, and wondered if this could possibly be the missing daughter – squeezed his arm and told him to keep his chin up.

It can’t be the missing daughter, thought Pam. She doesn’t sound very Lancashire, and she definitely looks older than fourteen.

The crowd all gawped at Bert’s departing visitor. Thorndike and Danny were so shocked that it was a full ten seconds before either of them uttered a word.

‘Blimey,’ said Danny at last. ‘It’s Kate.’


Chapter Four



Kate sighed and buried her head in her hands. How the hell was she supposed to write the first and only news report she’d ever composed in her entire life with a crowd of people haranguing her over her shoulder?

‘Look,’ she said finally. ‘I hate to be rude and I’m really grateful for all your suggestions but wouldn’t it be better if I got on with it by myself?’

It was six pm and already turning dark outside. Kate had been working on her story for almost an hour now. In between trying to decipher the scrappy shorthand in her notebook and attempting to convey the agony the Rawlinsons were going through, she kept being interrupted by Thorndike and Pam Newbold bellowing bossy instructions about what to write.

‘“We’re so scared we’ll never set eyes on her again,”’ said Pam, reading the words off Kate’s screen. ‘You need that quote much higher up. Doesn’t she, Thorndike?’

‘Yep,’ said Thorndike, drumming his nails on the desk, ‘and we don’t need all the crap about what her bedroom looks like.’

Kate rubbed her eyes wearily.

‘But I thought that added a real poignancy to the story,’ she said. ‘It shows that she’s just a normal fourteen-year-old girl who loves Robbie Williams and sleeps with loads of teddies on her bed.’

‘It’s balls,’ said Thorndike. ‘Look, spare me the sentimental details, will you? If that’s the kind of garbage you’re interested in churning out, then you’d better pack your bags and head off to Woman’s Weekly now. You’re not our resident agony aunt. Just give us the facts. That’s all we’re interested in here. Right?’

‘Right,’ said Kate grimly and began typing again.

‘And get a bloody move on, will you,’ he yelled. ‘It won’t be in the paper at all if you don’t get it finished within the next ten minutes.’

Later, in the White Elephant, Thorndike took Kate to one side and demanded to know how the hell she’d managed to wangle her way into the Rawlinsons’ house in the first place.

‘I didn’t wangle my way in,’ said Kate, a note of indignation creeping into her voice. ‘I just knocked on the door and told Bert Rawlinson how sorry I was about Nicky’s disappearance. I asked him if he’d tell me a bit about her and he said that he would. He said that I was the first reporter who’d treated him with respect.’

Thorndike rolled his eyes at the ceiling.

‘I know you’re keen but you should have let Scar do it,’ he hissed. Kate noticed that his thin lips barely moved as he spoke. ‘You were completely out of your depth in there. Do what you’re bloody told next time.’

‘But Scar told me I had to go,’ said Kate. Maybe someone more skilled might have asked more probing questions, but she didn’t think she’d made that bad a job of it.

‘Did he indeed?’ said Thorndike and Kate could see from the malevolent look on his face that Scar was almost certainly for the high jump.

‘When will it be in the paper?’ asked Kate, anxious to change the subject.

‘Tomorrow,’ grunted Thorndike. ‘You made it by the skin of your teeth. If you hadn’t filed when you did, the story wouldn’t have made it at all. And it would have been old hat by next week’s edition. Now let’s just hope the Rawlinson girl doesn’t turn up before we hit the streets tomorrow morning.’

Kate looked puzzled.

‘But everyone wants her back as soon as possible,’ she said. ‘The Rawlinsons will be absolutely shattered if she isn’t found by then.’

‘We won’t,’ said Thorndike gruffly.

‘What do you mean?’

‘Bloody hell,’ said Thorndike, raising his eyes to the White Elephant’s cobwebby ceiling. ‘Do I have to spell it out? If they find her in the middle of the night and the Bugle hits the streets first thing in the morning droning on about her still being missing, how will that make us look?’

‘Stupid,’ said Kate quietly.

‘Yeah,’ jeered Thorndike. He turned his curiously pale eyes full on her and Kate felt a shiver run down her spine. ‘Yeah. Stupid.’

She was relieved when Thorndike lost interest in her and wandered off to the other side of the bar to bawl out the hapless Scar. She wished Danny would get a move on and finish his pint. He’d offered her a room in his house for a few days and she was desperate to get some sleep.

Suddenly, she felt a sharp tap on the shoulder from behind.

‘I think we met earlier,’ said a southern-sounding voice.

Kate whirled round to face a deeply tanned man of about thirty with dark hair and an immaculate navy suit. He was wearing a distinctive tie covered in – bloody hell, gulped Kate – sunflowers.

‘Shit,’ said Kate, instantly recognising the appalling man from the train. Overcome with confusion, she covered her face with her hand.

‘You’re every bit as charming as I thought earlier,’ smiled the man. The expression in his eyes, however, was inscrutable.

‘What do you think you’re doing here?’

‘It’s a free world, isn’t it?’ said the man. ‘Or have I wandered into some weird exclusive club?’

Kate ran her fingers through her ash blonde hair.

‘It’s weird all right,’ she laughed, her eyes shining with amusement. ‘I’m not so sure about the exclusive bit though. Who are you, anyway? Has my father hired you to tail me or something?’

The man looked puzzled.

‘Oh, take no notice,’ said Kate hurriedly. She could have kicked herself for mentioning HH. ‘I’m just being tired and emotional. And you, by the way, haven’t answered the question. What exactly are you doing here?’

The man laughed and Kate unexpectedly found herself warming to him. He no longer looked quite so arrogant and full of himself. He had a merry, animated face, and after the antics of Thorndike, Scar and Co. he at least seemed keen to be friends.

The kitchen table bore testimony to Laura’s frantic midnight feast. A loaf of wholemeal bread lay mutilated on the wooden chopping board, spilling crumbs everywhere. There were two ice-cream cartons, one chocolate, one coffee, both of them empty, a large can of baked beans with a spoon inside it – Laura had devoured them straight from the tin – a half-eaten pizza and the remains of a frozen strawberry cheesecake.

Now, in the attic bathroom, Laura, wearing a long white nightdress buttoned demurely to the top, was kneeling on the floor with her head hunched over the lavatory. She retched violently, the pain in her stomach so intense that she thought she might pass out. Revolted by what she’d just done and exhausted at the effort involved, she half-wished that she would pass out. That she would be overtaken by oblivion. At least then she might be certain of some peace in her miserable existence.
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