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PROLOGUE


When Alice Hyland woke, she knew that a new year had begun. No matter that it was April instead of January; to her mind a new year meant new life, and she knew that daffodils would be pushing green shoots up through the cold dark earth and the sun would be shining over the top of Newmillerdam Wood. She knew this because her bedroom was full of birdsong, so clear and insistent she couldn’t bring herself to resent the fact that it had awakened her. She stretched as she crossed the room, her footsteps silent on the soft grey carpet, and pulled back the curtains, revealing bright morning light.


Alice closed her eyes and pictured the bird, singing so hard its heart might burst. She smiled at herself and opened her eyes again, and as she did, her smile widened: she had expected something nondescript, a grey-brown little thing, feathers fluffed against the early-morning cold. Instead, the bird sitting on a branch of the just-budding apple tree in the centre of Alice’s garden was so bright as to be almost iridescent, its head pale turquoise, its body darkening to the colour of the sky in summertime Greece.


It was impossible.


Its beak was open and the notes came tumbling through the air towards Alice, a song of joy and life and irrepressible thereness.


She blinked. It didn’t look like a budgerigar escaped from some cage, or a blue jay or anything else she’d ever heard of. She’d seen a kingfisher once, remembered the brilliant blue flash as it half flew, half fell towards the water – Alice had thought it was falling, but the bird had brushed the surface of the river and fluttered upwards onto a branch, revealing its rust-orange breast. This bird had no such colouring; it was much smaller than a jay, even smaller than a kingfisher, and it was blue from head to foot: stridently, undeniably blue.


The Blue Bird. It was like something brought to life from a fairy tale singing out its heart in her garden, like a good omen. She’d not covered ‘L’Oiseau Bleu’ in her lectures for some time, had been concentrating on the basics: ‘Snow White’, ‘Cinderella’, ‘Little Red’, stories her students were familiar with. Maybe it should be back on the syllabus. As Alice pushed open the window she saw the bird was truly beautiful. Cool air came in and Alice thought she smelled springtime in it.


‘L’Oiseau Bleu’ was a fairy tale from the turn of the seventeenth century, and the bird was Prince Charming in disguise. ‘Sing on, sweet prince,’ she whispered under her breath, and wondered what her students would think if they could see her now, just roused from sleep, leaning out of a window and talking to a bird, her pale hair tangled about her face. She should go inside … and yet the blue bird was looking at her, its tiny water-bright eyes fixed and staring. She almost didn’t like it. Birds didn’t stare like that, did they? A bird of prey perhaps, spying its next meal, not this small, timid thing.


Chrr-chrr-chrr. The shrill rhythm repeated over and over, evolving as Alice listened; now sounding almost like words, then whistles that rose to an unpleasant squeak, and then a series of pulses like an insect might make: ch-ch-chrr-chrr.


Alice broke her gaze and caught hold of the window catch. She should take a shower, get dressed, start all the normal, everyday things. Maybe she’d rummage through her source texts, find the tale about the blue bird who transforms into a man. And she looked up to see the bird coming at her in a flurry of feathers and beak and claws—


She gasped, started back and slammed the window closed in time to see the bird pull up short on the other side. For a moment she saw each individual wing-feather spread wide, the finer, darker feathers delineated on its breast, and she braced herself for the dull sound of fragile bones breaking against glass.


It did not come; there was only silence, the room strangely empty without that high, relentless birdsong.


Alice straightened, brushing strands of hair from her face, peering through the window. She couldn’t see the bird anywhere. As she bent closer the top of her head met the glass and the sound, though small, made her jump. There was nothing in the tree, nothing on the ground, and now the bird had gone it felt like it could not have been, that she had never seen it at all. Then she saw it had left something for her, a little piece of blue, lying on the windowsill.


She opened the window again and looked about in case the bird should return, but this time there was no movement, only the soft sough of the wind playing through the branches in the woodland beyond. The breeze didn’t penetrate her garden; the leaves of the apple tree did not stir. Alice reached out and picked up the feather. It was small but fully and beautifully formed, and the blue was a little paler, from somewhere high on the bird’s body. Holding it carefully by the quill, she examined it. It felt like a gift, a benediction, a glimpse of something at once impossible and undeniably real, and as blue as the sky in springtime.





CHAPTER ONE


Angie Farrell knew the photograph was hidden beneath her handbag, the black clutch with the silver studs which was still sitting where she had abandoned it the night before, on the table. She set down her bowl of cereal next to it, slopping a little skimmed milk over the side, and started spooning cornflakes into her mouth. The crispness was too loud, hard against her teeth, jarring in her skull. She’d had a drink when she got in, and then another – she hadn’t meant to, but she’d been torn between going straight to bed or waiting up for Chrissie, and instead she’d found herself standing alone in the lounge, staring at her reflection in the mirror. The house had been silent, and cold: the heating had long since clicked off and winter hadn’t quite given up its grip.


Angie hadn’t switched on the lamp, but the sidelong glare of the fluorescent light in the kitchen had illuminated the lines settling deeper across her forehead and around her lips. She hadn’t moved, and she hadn’t looked at the photograph again. She had seen it already; she didn’t need to look at it twice. She had checked the clock, though, and seen that the dance was over, and that was when she had decided to open a bottle of wine, no matter that it was just her. Maurice left years ago, bought a cheap bar on one of the more unfashionable stretches of Spanish coastline with his bit of fluff. He’d not even lingered long enough to ask for a divorce; it was Angie who’d had to do that, Angie who’d had to organise everything, as if Maurice was suddenly the younger one, his new woman’s youth rubbing off on him. It was Angie who’d had to tell Chrissie she was now a child of a broken home, and she’d tried not to relish those words, even though she was fizzing and spitting with spite. It was Angie who had to drink alone.


She stirred, leaned across the table and dragged the bag towards her, bringing the photograph with it. She pulled it from underneath the bag and turned it over and for a moment she was dazzled by her daughter’s smile.


No, not dazzled: she winced.


Chrissie was framed by a chain of giant daffodils and daisies, their stalks spun of green twine, the white petals narrow strips of paper, the yellow ones fragile tissue, almost transparent where spotlights shone through them. The lights cast a warm glow across her daughter’s skin and picked out bright points on the crown she wore – just a cheap plastic thing covered in glue-spotted sequins, but in that moment her daughter had made it look like something magnificent. It was in her eyes too, the knowledge of her own blithe beauty. The photograph had been taken at the spring dance. Chrissie was surrounded by her classmates, though she wasn’t looking at any of them; it was they who looked at her; that was their job. She was Christina, crowned before them all, queen of the dance, queen of the springtime in her coral dress and her cheap crown. Everyone else smiled up at Chrissie, her adoring courtiers.


Angie was in the picture too. Angie hadn’t been smiling.


She dropped her head as her eyes filled with tears. She ran a finger over the picture but found no smooth skin or satin dress, only a cold surface she couldn’t penetrate. She was full of the things she wanted to say, but didn’t know what they were; she only knew she was so proud of Chrissie, her beautiful little girl – and at the same time she wanted to tear the picture in two with her teeth.


It had started with Mr Cosgrove. There weren’t many teachers at the dance; the parent-helpers covered it, mums like Angie, those who weren’t forbidden to be there by their kids for fear of embarrassment. But Mr Cosgrove had been there, and he looked like one of the cool teachers, the kind who tell their pupils to call them by their first name. Angie didn’t know his first name but she had crossed the dance floor and sidled up to him as he ladled fruit punch into a paper cup. He grinned and passed it to her. The DJ was playing some throbbing beat.


‘Good tune,’ he said. He pronounced it ‘choon’, and that was when Angie knew he was one of the cool teachers. She didn’t know the name of the band, but she recognised the sound from the CDs Chrissie liked to blast from her room and she nodded along to the rhythm. She took a sip of the punch and pulled a face.


‘I know,’ said Mr Cosgrove, ‘it could use something.’


She turned and gave him her smile, the full beam, and nodded. She was still moving to the music. She had a good body for dancing, worked out at the gym four times a week, five when she could manage it. Her hair swung around her face, a shade darker than Chrissie’s pale blonde. Mr Cosgrove was probably in his late thirties. He was regular of feature and untidy of hair, unshaven. Angie liked untidy hair in a man, imagined for a moment what her daughter would say if she put out a hand and ran her fingers through it, right there in front of everybody; she smiled, imagining the scandalised shrieks. Chrissie was somewhere behind her, no doubt at the centre of a huddle of her friends. They’d all be covering their mouths with their hands while yelling their gossip over the music. No doubt they were wondering why no one had yet sneaked vodka into the punch. Angie was beginning to wonder too.


‘You must be Chrissie’s mum,’ Mr Cosgrove was saying. He put out a hand and she shook it, catching it only by the fingers. She could feel the bones beneath the skin.


‘Angie,’ she said. ‘My name’s Angie.’


‘Nice to meet you, Angie. I’m Matt.’


Angie felt the muscles in her face relax and she took a deep breath. ‘It is a good tune,’ she said, and he held up his paper cup and touched it to hers before taking a deep draught. An impulse took her and she opened her mouth and started to form the words that would take the two of them somewhere else, put a real drink in their hands, if only for a little while, then he was speaking and the impulse curled and died. She could taste it, already a stale, dead thing.


‘Here we go,’ he said, rolling his eyes. ‘The big moment.’


The music died away and Angie could feel her heartbeat again rather than the steady duh-duh-duh of the music. She was vaguely disappointed; she wondered if she would ever again feel the fluttering inside that meant a new man, wondered if her husband still got that with his bit of fluff. She scowled as an older teacher stepped onto the stage and up to the microphone.


He cleared his throat and the room hushed. He had a bald patch that shone damply under the spotlights and he touched his hand to it before bringing it to the microphone. Angie wrinkled her nose, thinking of someone else coming along and taking hold of the damp, cold metal.


Two smiling girls in low-cut dresses stepped onto the stage and flanked the teacher. Their waists were tiny, tight, never stretched by fat before being punished by hours in the gym. They were smiling. One of them held an envelope and the other held a velvet cushion that appeared deeply purple in the dim light. On the cushion was a crown.


Angie already knew what was going to happen; it was potent in the air, latent in Chrissie’s clenched hands. Her daughter stood at the front of the crowd, her posture loose and effortless, smiling a casual smile that belied the tension in her fists.


The teacher flicked the microphone, ignoring the dead sound that echoed around the room, and cleared his throat again. He muttered something, how delightful it was they could all be there, how beautiful everyone looked, but how there could be only one queen of the spring dance.


One smiling girl passed him the envelope. The other glanced at the crown.


He opened the envelope, the paper sticking to his clammy hands, and gave another cough-cough of embarrassment. ‘A popular choice,’ he said, looking around. ‘Our new queen is Chrissie Farrell.’


Applause erupted, and there were shouts, the occasional low jeer drowned out by the rest. Angie smiled, or thought she did, but there was sorrow in it too: so long ago. She felt a hand on her arm: the teacher, and he was smiling at her. She couldn’t remember his name.


He nodded up towards the stage and his eyes remained there as he spoke. ‘Isn’t that your daughter? Come on, you can go closer.’


And of course that was what Angie wanted; what mother would not? She looked up and saw that Chrissie was beautiful, and pride came at last. Her eyes stung. Was she crying? She allowed herself to be led to the edge of the stage and stood there clapping as Chrissie received her crown, displaying her even white teeth. Her skin was smooth as buttercream.


‘She’s a lovely girl,’ the teacher said, clapping, still at Angie’s shoulder, easy in his louche posture and his untidy hair.


Angie frowned, and that was when everything turned to white. She winced, then the dark rushed back. She looked at Chrissie and saw yellow afterimages dancing about her daughter’s face and when they cleared she saw Chrissie hadn’t flinched at all, had taken the camera flash as her due. Mr— What was his name? He was still clapping, and as he did, his eyes flicked up and down her daughter’s body.


Later, when the photographs were printed and Chrissie thrust the picture into her hands, Angie saw what it had caught: the crease between her eyes accentuated by her expression, the dry-looking skin, her narrowed eyes appearing almost sly. All she could think was: I thought I had been smiling. In the picture she wasn’t smiling, wasn’t the image of the proud, happy parent that she should have been. She looked envious; she looked unhappy. She looked old.


Angie turned to the teacher, meaning to ask him for that drink after all – not for tonight, Chrissie might want her around, but another time maybe – and found an empty space at her side. The teacher was standing by a group of girls, bending so that one of them could whisper in his ear. He was smiling.


‘Mum.’


It was Chrissie. Her daughter looked shorter than she had on the stage, and not merely because of the platform: she seemed somehow diminished, just Chrissie, her daughter, once more, the crown on her head a cheap plastic thing. Angie smiled back – a real smile – and reached out to put her arms around her.


Chrissie took a step away, wobbling on her heels, and held something up to ward off her mother: the photograph. ‘There’s a bunch of people going to Kirsty’s after,’ she said. ‘I might be late.’


‘Chrissie, we spoke about this.’


‘Mum, don’t start.’


Angie shut her mouth so abruptly she heard her lips snap together, and the smile turned to a scowl. ‘Chrissie, I came here tonight because of you – and now you want to go off and—’


Chrissie rolled her eyes and pushed the photograph at Angie; she had to take it or let it fall to the floor.


‘I have to, Mum. Everyone is. Stop treating me like a kid, okay? Take the picture home, will you?’ Chrissie leaned forward, kissed her mother lightly on the cheek and was gone, with only a flash of vibrant coral dress as she vanished among the others.


Angie held the photograph tight against her breasts. It was a long time before she held it out and looked at it properly, and she didn’t like what she saw, not at all. She glanced around her. The DJ was playing another tune she didn’t know and the dance floor was becoming crowded. A couple filed past her, so close the girl’s dress swept Angie’s legs. The teacher with the untidy hair seemed to have gone.


She wound her way back to the refreshments table, the picture tucked under her arm, and poured another cup of punch. She couldn’t see her daughter but the photographer was still there, in one corner, and girls were lining up for him, giggling. She could hear a printer whirring beneath the interminable thud of the music. Angie headed over there. There would be other pictures of Chrissie among the rest – and of you, a voice whispered in her mind; another picture to show she wasn’t the way she appeared in the image she held.


It’s a photograph. It only shows the truth.


She shook her head to clear her mind and went up to the table, spread with images of young girls: girls in red dresses, black dresses, pink dresses, their hair worn high or spilling around their shoulders. Their smiles were all the same.


‘Can I take that?’


A picture was pulled from Angie’s hand. She was in the way, as ever, cramping their style. She recognised the self-pity in her thoughts, decided she didn’t care. Then she heard something that made her stop and listen:


‘Cosgrove, yeah, you’re not kidding!’


‘Fit as anything. You seen his hair?’ A squeal of laughter.


Cosgrove. That was him, the cool teacher.


‘Single an’ all.’


‘That’s not what I heard.’


There was a break in the words – they had moved on or lowered their voices – then:


‘Shagging Whatshername in Beaver’s group.’ There was a high giggle that made Angie think of glass. Beaver: didn’t Chrissie call her form tutor Beaver? Mrs Beavers, her name was.


Shagging Whatshername in Beaver’s group.


‘Dirty bastard.’ This time both voices joined in the loud, shrill laughter that went on for a long time until suddenly the camera flashed, turning everything white once more, making colours garish and faces pale: bringing everything into the light, if only for a moment.


Shagging whatshername in Beaver’s group.


No, Angie thought, it didn’t have to be Chrissie, of course, it didn’t. There were other girls in the class, and other groups; there was always other gossip. It didn’t even have to be true. The man might not be sleeping with anybody, much less a pupil. He surely wouldn’t risk so much for so stupid, so flighty a thing. And then she remembered the way the teacher had looked at her daughter, his eyes flicking up and down her body, the way he’d moved away from Angie without a word. The way he had bent so that a girl could whisper in his ear, so close he must surely have felt her warm breath on his neck.


No.


If she didn’t trust a man such as Cosgrove, she had to trust Chrissie. The girl wouldn’t be so stupid, wouldn’t waste herself that way. Of course it wasn’t Chrissie they’d been talking about; she should think better of her daughter. Chrissie could walk into a room and own it with her million-watt smile. Her daughter.


‘Do you want your picture taking?’


Angie looked up, startled, and shook her head. No, she didn’t want her picture taking; she didn’t even want to be here any longer. She stepped back and allowed someone to take her place. She glanced around the room again. It was all going off exactly the way it should. There was no need for her to be here, not now. There were more than enough adults, and it wasn’t as if Chrissie would notice. Angie was already taking out her mobile phone to call a taxi as she slipped out of the door.


*


If only she hadn’t started to drink after the dance, she would have called Chrissie last night. It wouldn’t have helped, of course – the girl would have recognised the number and ignored the call – but it would have made Angie feel better. Of course, she had realised before too long that her daughter wasn’t coming home. She should be angry, she supposed, but it was difficult to feel anything except lethargy. She could call her now, but she wasn’t ready, couldn’t bring herself to face Chrissie’s antagonism. Chrissie had been with her friend Kirsty, she’d said. She never listened to her mother when she was with her friends.


Angie sighed. At least it was her day off; she could always go back to bed. She’d hear the door bang when Chrissie walked in – she always slammed it – so she could wait until then to rouse the energy for the argument that was no doubt their due.


Angie pushed away the half-eaten cereal. She had a sudden, vivid image of the teacher, Mr Cosgrove: a close-up of his face, the features pleasantly grizzled like some fast-living rock star, and that made her think of the giggling girls. She pushed the thought away. Chrissie would never get mixed up with someone like that; why the hell should it have been her they were talking about? Not everything had to revolve around her daughter, like – like a crowd around a stage.


She heard a sound at the door and waited for the metallic skitter of Chrissie’s key in the lock. Instead she heard the slap of the letterbox, and a moment later the dull thud of something hitting the carpet.


At first Angie didn’t move; she just stared down into the mush that had been her breakfast, then she pushed herself up from her stool and went to see what it was.


*


A brown-paper parcel was sitting on the carpet. It rested at a thirty-degree angle to the door, facing away from her, and there was something wrong with it. It should be fastened with string, Angie thought. It was that kind of parcel, carefully wrapped, carefully folded. She didn’t know what it was about it that was off, somehow – and then she walked closer, and she did: her name and address were printed neatly in black marker, but there were no stamps. It could be from one of her neighbours, perhaps – but then why write her address? Angie shook her head. She was being silly, the result of her hangover; she was looking a gift horse in the mouth.


She picked up the parcel, feeling the dry, clean paper. How long was it since she’d had a parcel wrapped in brown paper? It was nice, a pleasantly old-fashioned thing to do. She shook it and heard something shift inside, kept looking at it as she turned and walked back into the kitchen. She collected the scissors and snipped along a fold, opening the new edges and the slit tape, smoothing out the paper. There was a light grain in it, a diagonal pattern which felt nice under her fingers. She opened the scissors, slipped the blade under the top of the wrapping and slid it down the length of the parcel.


There was a box inside, new and unmarked, not yet reused the way Angie recycled old packaging, taping new addresses on top of the old. The box was pale tan with black elasticised strips around it. As Angie slipped off the bands she thought she caught a faint smell, as if the wrapping had been stored somewhere musty.


She lifted the shallow lid, revealing a spill of white tissue paper, and smiled in spite of everything, the evening she’d had, the headache, the queasiness that lingered in her stomach. Good things come in small packages, she thought, and even better ones in tissue paper, wrapped in layers and layers of it, crinkly like—


—like the lines around your eyes.


Angie pulled a face.


There was a smooth object inside the box, her fingers had touched it: glass. She pulled out sheets of tissue paper and laid them carefully on the breakfast table. She could see the glass now, and it was crimson, the stuff inside it at any rate. She saw it had leaked a little in transit, a dark, almost brown splodge clinging to the last of the tissue, sticking layers of it together. Angie pulled it free with a hiss of frustration and saw what was in the box.


It was a bottle, old and heavily ridged: Ridged for poison, Angie thought. Whatever it was filled with was dark, clotting, the same stuff that had leaked on to the paper. She saw there was some of it on her fingers too, and she pulled her hand away. There was a smell, and she couldn’t think how she hadn’t noticed it before because it was strong, this scent, cloying and tainted and strong. She wanted it away from her nostrils, out of her house, and she moved to push the box away and her eyes flicked upwards and she saw why the bottle had leaked; she saw the thing that had been used to stopper it, and she opened her mouth and froze. She heard the scream, though, she was sure of it; she heard it inside her head, and it went on and on, over and over. She knew it would never stop, that scream; had never stopped—


There was no sound, none at all. Everything was silent, except in Angie’s mind, as she stared at the thing and heard the silence and felt everything going on around her, the leaves outside continuing to grow, flowers pushing their heads up from the earth, and she wanted it all to stop; because this couldn’t be happening. This wasn’t possible, not possible at all.


There was a toe stoppering the bottle, pushed hard into the narrow neck so that the skin had folded back and wrinkled. It wasn’t a big toe, that wouldn’t have fitted, Angie thought, and she didn’t know why she thought that, why it even mattered. She knew whose toe it was; she recognised the pale orange of the nail polish, so carefully chosen, so carefully applied. It was too bright now, a ridiculous colour against the greyish, dying skin – dead, Angie told herself, the skin was dead, and the word wouldn’t register, wouldn’t connect with anything in her mind. She knew this was because she didn’t want it to, not yet: not ever.


It had been the cause of one of their little arguments, that colour. They had been in Leeds – they had travelled up there especially to buy the dress and the make-up (to save Chrissie stealing Angie’s – not that that had ever worked), and they’d stood for hours in the shop, trying this shade and that, and it took so long to choose and it was still orange. Angie had told Chrissie so, said it was hideous, but Chrissie insisted that it wasn’t orange at all, it was coral, and it matched her dress.


It doesn’t match your dead skin, Angie thought, and laughter rose in a fat bubble. Her hand shot to her mouth and she actually got hold of her lips, twisted them to keep that laugh inside.


The nail was almost crushed at one side. It looked as if it had been pinched in something: pliers, maybe.


Angie turned her head away. She felt tears on her cheeks, though she hadn’t felt them coming to her eyes.


She looked back at the thing on the table, the tissue paper scattered around it like handfuls of snow, the smooth sides of the box. It was new, she thought. No traces. And she wanted to laugh again. Suddenly her legs gave way and she found herself on the floor, clinging to the edge of the table. Then she did laugh but it came out in a weird sound, hunh-hunh-hunh, and Angie started to cry.


It’s not her, she thought.


Someone only hurt her. It’s only a toe. Anger rose, a sudden cold fury that someone would hurt her daughter, take thick metal snippers to her daughter’s soft skin. She was chilled right through. Her shoulders shook with it, a sudden cold that gripped tight and wouldn’t let her go. She was alone. She hoped for some kind of anger at that, the old, comfortable bitterness that might drive all of this away into some other place.


But she was gone. Chrissie was gone, and Angie didn’t know where, because she had left the dance, she had allowed her daughter to go off alone just as though she wasn’t Angie’s little girl, Angie’s baby. A pain shot right through her, ripping open the middle of her chest, and she leaned forward, wrapping her arms tight around her body. She rocked herself and a moaning sound escaped her lips. How odd, she thought, how odd to make such a noise, out loud, when I’m here on my own. She knew the box was still above her, on the table. It couldn’t be real, and she didn’t want to look and make it real once more. Somewhere she could hear a bird singing and she half raised her head. Her eyes were blurry. She thought she might be sick, surely she had to be sick, but no, her stomach had settled. It was traitorously stable, when the rest of her was this empty, reeling thing.


She had to call the police.


She gripped the tabletop, making sure she didn’t touch the box – never again – and pulled herself up. It was her legs that were unsteady now, not her stomach. She crossed the room to the telephone, feeling like when Chrissie had persuaded her to go roller-skating, back when her daughter was small. It had been all right when they were out there, gliding around the rink with all the rest; it was when she’d taken off the skates that she’d started to wobble, as if the world had become an untrustworthy thing on which to put her weight.


She didn’t know what she said to them. She remembered having to repeat it three times, and wanting to scream when she was asked to say it again. ‘Her toe,’ she kept saying, ‘it’s her toe.’ She only thought about the blood when she came to explain; she hadn’t consciously recognised, before then, what was in the bottle. ‘It’s blood,’ she said, and that was when she started to cry, hard and out of control. Ugly crying, she had always thought of it, but now she didn’t care. She could be ugly for ever if only Chrissie would come back, healthful and whole and smelling of peaches.


Angie found herself sitting by the telephone and shaking with sobs, the handset back on its rest, and she didn’t know whether she’d finished talking to them or simply hung up. She tried to remember giving her address and found she couldn’t. She felt like they were coming, though; they had to be, because if they didn’t she was just going to sit here until somebody did. She hoped – hoped – that person would be Chrissie.


The thought of her daughter made her stop shaking. She couldn’t sit here, she had to be strong, she had to find her little girl and bring her home, safe and sound as she had always been. Then she remembered Chrissie’s mobile and picked up the phone once more, hitting 1: the speed-dial number that would connect her to her only child, of course it would. She would be there, her tone casual and dismissive as ever, and this time Angie wouldn’t mind, not at all. If she didn’t answer – it would just be Chrissie ignoring her, probably pulling a face at her mobile and laughing with her friends as she let her voicemail pick it up, because she didn’t need her mother, she was with her friends, still having a good time. Still healthy; still whole.


It didn’t ring.


Angie sat with the phone in her hand and looked back at the table. The box was still there, the clouds of tissue paper around it like a bad spell. She turned instead towards the window and was surprised to see everything was the same as always. Her neighbour’s hedge needed trimming. The shrubbery was hazed with pale green buds and the sky was a faint blue; it would be a clear day. Somewhere, a bird was still singing. She became aware of it slowly, heard it grow more forceful before dying away and starting up once more in a shrill chorus. The Fullers’ door needed painting; it was peeling right down to the wood and Angie had always wondered why they didn’t do something about it. Her own driveway was looking messy, the flagstones uneven. She traced the lines with her eyes, the places where the ground was pushing up from beneath. She tried not to think about anything, tried to remember to blink, to breathe.


Finally she heard a vehicle coming up the hill. It was still out of sight but she knew the car would be white, and that it would have neon stripes along its side. She watched the turning of the lane but it wasn’t a car she saw coming around the corner, not at first: it was the postman, his bag loose at his side, a clutch of letters in his hand. He turned in at the Sandersons’ gate. His lips were pursed, as if he was whistling, and Angie knew it was because he was mentally singing along to the tune playing on his iPod – he always did that. He hadn’t even been, she thought. The postman hadn’t delivered the package. Someone else had done that – someone she might have seen, if she had only looked out, if she hadn’t been sitting at the table, hungover and feeling sorry for herself while her daughter suffered.


Hopefully, she thought, and tried to block out the alternative.


The car rounded the corner and she saw it was white, that it did have a neon strip along its side. It had blue lights, too, and they were whirling, momentarily painting the Fullers’ door and the Sandersons’ gate, dappling her own chipped drive.


There were no sirens. Too late, she thought, and forced herself to move towards the door.





CHAPTER TWO


Sandal Magna was an odd place, PC Cate Corbin had reflected as she’d headed down the road towards it. They would go ‘into Sandal’, or ‘down Sandal’, never into ‘the town’ or ‘the village’. She knew this was because the place didn’t have a centre: there was no village green or high street or parade of shops or even a church to form a bull’s-eye on the target. It was prime commuter land, a place where people rested their heads between trips into Wakefield or Leeds or Sheffield or even, on the East Coast main line, as far as London.


Sandal was a few twining streets that slotted between a series of fields and landmarks, and it struck Cate that maybe it did have focal places, after all; it was just that they had been there for centuries, had lost the power and meaning they’d once had. Sandal Castle came up now, a snag-toothed ruin that always looked at its finest just after dawn, when the pink-and-blue sky was reflected in the boating lake at the foot of the hill. At the other end of this stretch of road, if she took a right, was Newmillerdam, the country park that drew day-trippers from across the district. Hundreds of years ago it would have been used by huntsmen. Now most visitors simply skirted the lake, ‘doing the flat path’ as Cate thought of it, before heading to a choice of pubs for a reward in a pint glass. Few ventured into the dark green woodland beyond.


It was a quiet place, an easy patrol, the through-routes and housing clusters divided by long swathes of green. There would be the occasional opportunist burglary or vehicle break-in; car thieves would sometimes come and nick black Audis or BMWs off convenient driveways. Cate glanced at the traffic heading off in the other direction, towards the motorway; people heading to other places, bigger places, where things happened. In a couple of years that would be her, moving out of the small flat she’d rented on the edge of Wakefield, going to Manchester perhaps, or London. For now, it would have to do. It was the place she’d been raised, though since her parents had left, retiring somewhere greener still, she could feel how the ties keeping her here were thinning. Once she’d put in her time building a solid foundation in policing, she could think of moving on for good.


She was still thinking this shift wasn’t going to be any different when the radio burst into life. She acknowledged, flicked the blues on and pulled out to overtake.


*


Cate took a deep breath as she pulled up next to the house. She had driven quickly but forced herself to concentrate through the twists and turns coming onto the estate, glancing at road signs as she took each turn. It was a carefully cultivated habit. Always know where you are, her tutor constable, PC Len Stockdale, had said to her, and it still didn’t seem that long ago. He had sometimes tested her on it, stopping mid-conversation to ask the name of the street they were on. It was his way of teaching her, and it had stuck; if she ever needed to call for help, she would know exactly where she was. This time it wasn’t strictly necessary, since she knew back-up was already being despatched.


The house was set into a row of others towards the top of a hill. The whole place was lined with wooden gates and gardens that would be described as pleasant, the houses self-contained, neat, separate. Number 17 seemed as quiet as the rest. Cate glanced towards it; in the largest window, between wide-slatted blinds, a face looked back.


She paused to radio in her time of arrival before stepping out and reaching for the doorbell, wondering briefly if it would be better, after all, that she had got there first. PC Stockdale was an old hand, but his ‘don’t mess’ demeanour – possibly also carefully cultivated, more likely the product of his experience – was better suited to handling Saturday-night drunks than a woman in distress. She could already imagine the way he would look at her when she opened the door; no, the face she had seen at the window didn’t need Stocky, not just now. Cate, on the other hand … she took another deep breath as the door opened.


The woman was older than Cate had first thought. Her skin was pale, even against her harshly bleached hair, and her hands claw-like as she grasped at the dressing gown she wore, a shining silk thing printed with brilliant purple bougainvillaea. She smelled of coffee, old perfume and perhaps, beneath, the taint of stale wine. Cate identified herself and the woman nodded, though she didn’t appear to understand the words. She stepped back and Cate followed her into the house.


The woman led the way into a spacious kitchen and indicated the table. There was a box on it. It was surrounded by the litter of white tissue paper, the remains of breakfast, and an empty wine glass. Cate looked at it, automatically noting the ring of lipstick around the rim. She wasn’t sure why she did this, only that she wanted to miss nothing.


‘There.’ The woman was crying, silently and without fuss, tears oozing from her eyes as if crying was something she always did.


Cate pulled a pen from her pocket. She reached out to use it to pull the box towards her, realised even that might disturb any evidence and instead leaned over the table, peering to see into it. Her eyes widened. She could smell it, a kitchen smell that made her think of knives. She could see the glass nestling inside the box, the light catching the ridges on its surface. It floated across her mind that its texture would probably capture only fragmentary fingerprints on its surface; then she focused on what it held. She could see the toe. There had been trial cuts, she saw that at once; the skin was severed in a couple of places, crushed where the blade had pressed down. Either that or someone had failed to cut all the way through and started again. She looked away from it, moved her gaze to the crumpled paper scattered across the table.


‘You touched it?’ It was a needless question but she asked anyway. She had to keep calm, allow herself time to think. There was only silence, and she turned to Mrs Farrell to see the woman’s eyes fixed and staring, her pupils a pale, fragile blue. She was terrified. Of course, she was terrified, and Cate knew she wanted nothing but reassurance: It’s all right, ma’am, we see this sort of thing all the time. It’s just someone having a laugh; that’s not really a toe in there. You didn’t really think—


‘And your daughter didn’t come home?’ Cate prompted again, and the woman shook her head, though there was still no sign of understanding in her eyes, only that blank fear. ‘Is there someone who can be with you? A husband or a friend – someone I can call for you?’


Mrs Farrell didn’t answer. Cate reached out, touched her arm, and she jumped. Cate’s mind was racing. She had to get CID in here, crime-scene tech, make sure supervision was on its way. They’d need the area securing – the kitchen, the hallway, anywhere the parcel might have been. They needed to get a description of the child circulated, a family liaison officer contacted for the mother. And Mrs Farrell – she would need checking herself, her fingerprints taken to eliminate any traces she’d left on the things she’d touched. The thoughts came in a rush. Cate could feel fine prickling all over her skin, like a faint breath of static.


They’d also need to check the house, as discreetly as possible. If there was any sign of struggle … Most murders were committed in the home, and most murderers were family members. She looked again into Mrs Farrell’s blank eyes. The woman was traumatised – but how badly, and from what? Was it only the thought of what had happened to her child, or something else? It didn’t seem likely.


She thought of the skin around the severed toe, the way it had been crushed and cut, and she shuddered. It might have been better, after all, if Stocky was here: he wouldn’t have had to think about what to do or what to say.


‘Come through,’ she said, taking Mrs Farrell’s arm. She steered her towards an open door which led into a darkened lounge. The room was a little musty, the curtains still drawn. A pair of shoes, black and strappy and with glitter on the toes, had been kicked off and left in the middle of the floor. She led her to the sofa and the woman sat like an obedient child, not saying anything, just staying where she was put.


Cate slipped back into the kitchen and spoke into her radio. The house seemed quieter than ever, her voice too loud, but when she returned to the lounge Mrs Farrell showed no sign of having heard. She didn’t seem capable of taking in anything at all. Cate took another glance around the room and saw a photograph in a silver frame standing by the television.


The picture showed Mrs Farrell in better days, her hair freshly feathered, smiling a red-lipstick smile. Her cheeks glowed with blusher and her eyelashes were painted with the kind of electric-blue mascara that had been in fashion once. Next to her was a young girl, blonde, pretty, effortless in her wide white grin. Cate stared at it. The thing she noted, more than the similarity in the shape of the women’s faces, their noses, their lips, was the fact that they were wearing the same dress. The daughter’s was yellow and the mother’s was white, but they were still the same. Oh dear, Cate thought, then pushed it from her mind; she picked up the frame and turned to Mrs Farrell.


‘Is this your daughter?’ she asked, her voice gentle. She held the picture in front of the woman. ‘How old is she now?’


Mrs Farrell turned her head at last, not looking at the photograph. She nodded.


‘Can I take the picture?’


The woman didn’t answer, just started to cry again, soundlessly, and for a moment Cate let her. ‘Mrs Farrell?’


‘That’s Chrissie,’ the woman said at last. ‘She’s fifteen.’


A sound blared out as someone rapped at the door, and they both jumped. Cate hurried to answer, relieved that someone more senior had arrived. Some day, she would handle cases like this. She would be the one who stepped in, gave orders, made everything happen the way it should. For now, she was ready to hand over this scene – and Mrs Farrell – to someone else.


*


It wasn’t until much later that the second call came in. Cate was in the car once more, her hands tightly gripping the wheel as if she could regain some grasp on the regular routine, on the ordinary houses and streets and places she had known that morning. It was as if everything since then had passed in a daze; the things she had seen, the arrival of more senior officers, Cate following their instructions with a quiet calm that didn’t quite reach her insides.


Now she was headed back out. Instead of taking the route she’d planned, though, she pulled up short of the junction she’d been approaching and listened. At first, she wasn’t sure what she’d heard.


This time, when Cate responded, a frisson of excitement mingled with her nerves, like a cold line down her back.





CHAPTER THREE


Cate took the corners fast, blue lights flaring on the low stone walls as she headed away to the south, towards Ryhill village. This time she didn’t look around for road signs; she was going way too quickly, and anyway, this was an area where signs were few. There was nothing around but wide green fields, nothing to say where each turning led. She whipped around another ninety-degree turn, swinging wide and jouncing across the potholes. It wasn’t a well-kept road – it wasn’t well-used. She thought she could hear another siren under the sound of her own and as she pulled onto a straight stretch she saw she was right: there was another police car vanishing around the next bend.


Ahead of her, she glimpsed a row of red-brick houses that marked the very edge of Ryhill. This was ex-mining territory, where once-thriving pit villages now slept amid the greenery. Open-cast land had been reclaimed, turned into Anglers’ Country Park; reservoirs that had once fed a coal-bearing canal now provided ideal nature reserves. Not far away was the Heronry, a lakeside trail with hides for birdwatchers and its own visitors’ centre. She had gone there as a child to feed the ducks; she still remembered their squabble and squawk, the snapping beaks.


She turned in the direction of the Heronry now, away from the houses and the village, swinging around a left-hand bend and entering the wood. The road immediately dipped and she fell under shadow, but she could see where the other car had pulled up; its siren had been silenced but its lights still sporadically lit the underside of the leaves and branches.


Two men stood next to the car. One was maybe in his fifties, one younger, callow; both wore oilskins and clutched fishing rods. A black and white sheepdog lay next to them, its head on its paws, one twitching ear betraying its wakefulness. The elder man lifted a hand, raised his index finger in what Cate thought of as a Yorkshire wave, then pointed towards the trees. There was a small clearing where patches of earth lay dust-bare between the trunks. It was a problem area: people came here to dump old fridges and mattresses under cover of the trees. There was a heap of rubbish there now, a pile of plastic bags, the naked spirals of bedsprings rising from the shapeless, wilting forms.


Cate turned her head and was startled to see the fisherman up close, leaning across the bonnet, each vein on his nose and cheeks clearly visible. He was still expressionless; she found herself wondering when he’d forgotten how to smile. He pointed, sticking his arm straight out towards the trees, and she opened the door to hear a single word: ‘There.’ He pronounced it with two syllables. Thee-er.


She followed his gesture, and this time she saw a figure standing under the lacework of shadows. She recognised her old tutor constable, Len Stockdale, at once; but she didn’t recognise the shine in his eyes. As she approached she could feel him simmering, a glow rising from him she could almost see. Then he said, as if they’d won something: ‘Here first.’


She peered past him. She saw flashes of colour, the dirty white and garish blue of plastic bags, and something else, a clean, shining coral. There was a smell too, both sweet and bitter beneath the tang of rotting garbage, and the faint whiff of chemicals. Stockdale shook his head. ‘It’s a girl, a teenager. I checked for vital signs, just in case – no go. There’s no point in you seeing it too, love.’ He reached for his radio, started to call it in.


She stepped to one side so she could see better. The clean coral shade she had glimpsed was a girl’s dress. It was long and flowing and spread over and around a shape that was lying on the ground. The fabric was thin and shining, satin or silk maybe, too fine to afford any warmth. It stood out clear against the dull greys and browns of the tree trunks and bare ground and the mulch of trodden-down rubbish. There was a pile of oily rags nearby, an apple that was half eaten and browned.


Cate couldn’t yet see her face, but she remembered a photograph of a carefree young girl in a yellow dress, her features so much like her mother’s. She remembered too Mrs Farrell, tears leaking from her eyes, her expression one of blank, empty shock; the woman who needed to know what had happened to her daughter.


She glanced at Len Stockdale and went closer.


She had seen death before. It was a part of her work, a regular event, and often it was rough, messy death, bodies broken by a spill from a motorbike or ruined by decay before being found in some quiet flat. Now she couldn’t understand her own reluctance as she leaned in and looked at the girl’s face.


Her skin was pale, dead white against bright red lipstick. The first thing Cate noticed though was her hair, which also heightened the paleness of her skin, because her hair was black: black. Cate felt a flood of relief as she took in the brutally cropped fringe. Chrissie Farrell, as she had seen her in the photograph, had had rich blonde waves spilling over her shoulders.


But of course, this girl was still someone’s daughter.


Cate’s eyes narrowed. The hair hadn’t just been cut, it had been hacked. It was jagged around her face, and so dark it was almost bluish. It was not a natural colour. It wouldn’t have been styled that way. She sniffed the air, trying to identify that chemical smell, thinking of hair colourant; she thought she had it, then it was lost beneath the tang of bleach. She felt sure, all the same, that the girl’s hair had been dyed.
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