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            ‘Stars are the souls of dead poets, but to become a star, you have to die.’
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  ROSIE




  August




  It’s true, what they say about when you die. In the final, terrible seconds of my life, eighteen years flash before my eyes.




  It’s when I understand the difference between life and death. It’s time. Did you know it takes 0.0045 seconds for an input to reach the brain and a further 0.002 for a reaction

  to happen? How long it takes to gasp with shock? How long, from when the knife first rips into me before the agony starts? That seconds can stretch into eternity?




  I feel myself leave my body, breaking free of the invisible threads that join me to it, until I’m floating, looking down at the blood, a thick, dark pool seeping under the leaves into

  the earth. And though my brain is starved of oxygen, flooded with endorphins, I’m hanging on, waiting, for an unknown something.




  And then it starts, in freeze frames, moments of time caught like small plastic snow globes without the snow. I see my parents – too young to be my parents, but I know my

  mother’s fair hair and the smile that doesn’t reach her eyes, my father’s firm hand pressed on her shoulder. They’re holding a baby, in front of a small, red-brick house I

  don’t recognize.




  It fades and blurs into another, then another. Then when I’m five years old, my pictures become motion pictures, and I’m in them. Living, hoping, dreaming, all over again –

  only this time, it’s different.




  The wonderful childhood I had, the toys, far-flung holidays, the TV in my bedroom I was so proud of, all still there, only shattered into a million pieces, blood-stained, dust-covered,

  shrouded in inky blackness.




  Then the voices start. The secrets no one must ever know, that aren’t secrets any more because I can hear them. The face that was always watching me, that knows the truth.




  I’m looking at the movie of my life.
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  August




  I put down the phone and just stand there, completely still.




  ‘Mum? What is it?’




  Everything in this house is Grace’s business. At eighteen, she’s allowed secrets, but no one else. When I don’t reply instantly, it’s not good enough.




  ‘Mother, who were you talking to?’




  ‘Sorry.’ You know those moments when your head is bursting with too many thoughts to form the words? My eyes fix blankly on something – a spot on the wall, an empty mug, not

  seeing them. ‘That was Jo. Something really odd’s happened. Rosie’s gone missing.’




  Living at opposite ends of a small village, with daughters at the same school, Jo and I belong to a group of mothers who meet now and then. I know that she’s married to Neal, a renowned

  journalist, whose handsome face I’ve seen looking out of our TV screen more times than I’ve actually met him, reporting from the middle of war zones. That they have two daughters, drive

  new cars – her black Range Rover and Neal’s BMW X5 – and live in this big, architect-designed house that I’ve only been inside once or twice. It’s a friendship that

  extends to the occasional coffee or gossipy lunch, but it’s Rosie to whom I’ve found myself drawn. They’re the same age, Grace and Rosie, A levels behind them, the start of

  hard-won uni places a few short weeks away, but the similarities end there. Quieter than Grace’s crowd, I know Rosie as the shy girl who shares my love of horses.




  Grace rolls her eyes. ‘She’s probably just hanging out with Poppy and hasn’t told Jo because she wouldn’t let her. Poppy’s a slut.’




  She says it good-naturedly, like ‘idiot’ or ‘moron’, but it’s an ugly word on my daughter’s lips. The reprimand’s out before I can stop it.




  ‘Gracie . . .’




  And then my mind’s wandering, as I try to imagine what’s happened to her, seeing the clear eyes she hides behind the fair hair that falls across her face.




  ‘Seriously, Mum. You haven’t met Poppy. Her skirt’s so short you can see her knickers. And she snogs anything – even Ryan Francis.’




  Ryan Francis is the worst male specimen on the planet – according to Grace, who’s yet to explain exactly why.




  ‘But Rosie’s not like that, surely?’ I struggle to imagine the Rosie I know snogging an indiscriminate anyone. She has a gentleness I’ve seen with my horses, which comes

  from her own instincts. They mooch peacefully around her through the long grass, like she’s one of them.




  ‘Duh. I’m talking about Poppy, Mother. But you know, peer pressure and all that . . . I wouldn’t be surprised . . .’




  Alarm bells start ringing. What if she’s right and Rosie’s got in with a bad crowd or, worse, been persuaded to run off with some less-than-desirable boy? Should I say something to

  Jo? Then I see Grace’s face. She’s winding me up.




  ‘Well, whatever,’ I say, annoyed, because this isn’t something to joke about. ‘If you hear anything, let me know. Jo’s really worried. She hasn’t seen Rosie

  since yesterday, and her mobile goes straight to voicemail. If it was you, Grace, I’d be out of my mind.’




  Grace hesitates. ‘I can get Poppy’s number, if you like.’ Flicking her long red hair over her shoulder as she busies herself texting.




  Thanks to the interconnectedness of today’s teenagers, in a few seconds she has it. ‘I’ll send it to your phone.’




  Half an hour later, I get through to Jo. She’s jittery, not surprisingly, only half listening, her mind jumping all over the place.




  ‘Not Poppy Elwood?’ I can hear from her voice she’s shocked. ‘Oh, Kate, Rosanna wouldn’t be friends with her . . .’




  ‘Well, according to Grace, she is.’




  ‘Oh my God . . .’ I can hear her imagining her worst nightmare, that her daughter’s run off or eloped. Jo’s inclined to fuss over her daughters, even though

  Rosie’s eighteen and about to leave home. ‘The police will find her, won’t they? You hear about this kind of thing happening . . . but they always do find them, don’t

  they?’




  ‘Try not to worry, Jo.’ Sounding far more confident than I feel. ‘I’m sure they will – if it comes to that. She’ll probably walk in any moment with a

  perfectly reasonable explanation. But why don’t you call Poppy?’ I remind her. ‘You never know, she might be able to tell you something.’




  ‘Yes, I suppose I should.’ She’s quiet. ‘I still can’t believe she’s friends with that girl.’




  I know how she feels. All mothers have them. The friends that threaten everything we’ve ever wanted for our daughters with another way to live, another set of standards that we’re

  terrified they’ll prefer to ours.




  ‘She can’t be all bad or Rosie wouldn’t be friends with her,’ I point out. ‘And at the end of the day, she’s your daughter. She knows what’s

  right. She’s not stupid.’




  Jo’s silence echoes my own hesitation, because it’s not something Rosie’s even hinted at, but I’m curious.




  ‘I was thinking . . . does she have a boyfriend, Jo? Only if she does, he might know something.’




  ‘No. She doesn’t. She’s put all her time into studying. Not like . . .’ She leaves the sentence open-ended.




  ‘I’ll get off the phone,’ I say hastily, ignoring her jibe at the students who work hard but play hard, too. Like Grace. ‘She might be trying to call you. Will you let me

  know when she comes home?’




  Rosie will turn up, I’m sure of it. I have a gardener’s inherent belief in the natural order of things. Soft-petalled flowers that go to seed. The resolute passage of the seasons.

  Swallows that fly thousands of miles to follow the eternal summer.




  Children who don’t die before their parents.
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  After I’ve spoken to Jo, I call upstairs, ‘I’m going riding, Grace . . . Want to come?’




  ‘. . . going out,’ comes the muffled reply from behind her closed door. ‘Sorry.’




  Another day, her indifference might irritate me, but not today. Grace likes to ride out early, when the air’s still cool and the landscape quiet. Thinking time, she calls it. And it means

  I can set my own pace instead of being swept along full tilt on teenage time, where the entire day happens randomly and at speed – until you arrive at the social-life part, which is what

  it’s all about. And today, I need time to clear my head.




  It’s hot for late afternoon, a heavy, muggy kind of heat that goes with the clouds bubbling up in the unstable air. As I walk across the field, the horses are lethargic, lazily flicking

  tails against the flies, momentarily interrupting their grazing to lift their heads when they hear me coming.




  Apart from my own retired Reba and Grace’s almost outgrown Oz, the horses here arrive with problems, according to their owners, who pay me well to re-school them. It fits around my work

  designing gardens, and anyway, horses are my lifeblood.




  Whatever else is happening in my life, they keep me grounded. It’s their beauty, their spirit, matched by no other creature. The way they move, the warm, velvet softness of a muzzle

  against my cheek. There’s no pretending with a horse. They read your body language. Know what you’re thinking before you do.




  Today, I’m riding Zappa, a large grey I’ve been warned is unpredictable and dangerous. Whatever, like Grace would say, rolling her eyes. He’s one of the most beautiful

  horses I’ve ever seen, with straight, elevated paces and dark, intelligent eyes. The kind of horse that hears your every whisper, responds to the smallest shift of balance. A dream.




  This supposedly dangerous horse stands sleepily while I tack him up, then once I’m on him, strides calmly up the lane, his silver coat contrasting with the rapidly darkening sky, ears

  twitching back and forth as he peers over walls and hedges. Not for the first time, I contemplate how long I can keep him here before I tell his owner there’s absolutely nothing wrong with

  him.




  At the top of the hill, we reach the bridleway through the woods, just as the first, heavy drops of rain fall. The breeze is picking up and Zappa jumps as, a field away, a gust of wind slams a

  gate shut. I glance up at the sky, growing blacker by the second, then towards the woods, where beneath the trees, it’s darker still.




  Scenting the coming storm, Zappa takes the decision out of my hands and jogs into the woods. I press him forward just as the heavens open and the drops become a deluge.




  Underneath the leafy canopy, the path is dry. The sudden cry of a pheasant startles him and I touch his neck, steady him, as one of his hooves catches a tree root. As he breaks into a canter,

  out of nowhere Rosie’s in my mind.




  The other night, the last time anyone saw her, she could have been here.




  My heart quickens with the intensity of the raindrops, as I shake off the sense of disquiet that fills me. Rosie could have been anywhere.




  But what if something has happened to her?




  And then another, far more chilling thought.




  What if something happened to her here?




  I’m ice-cold all of a sudden, as if a stranger has walked over my grave, and it strikes me there are no dog walkers, no other riders out here. I’m alone.




  A feeling of foreboding hits me. Then fear, looming everywhere I look, except fear is too mild a word for the raw panic that engulfs me, too terrified to think, as a single word screams

  inaudibly from deep inside me.




  Run.




  Zappa hears me, springing forward, even though the path narrows, and suddenly we’re galloping, fear keeping pace with us, thunder crashing above us, wind whipping the branches at my face.

  A bolt of lightning sends him even faster, as ahead of me I imagine a flash of fair hair. Rosie’s hair. Then her voice, or is it the wind, screaming my name.




  As Zappa’s head comes up, I try to slow him, but he’s not listening any more. All I can do is hold on, stay with him, then just when I think he’s going to fall, up ahead the

  gloom lifts and there’s brightness.




  Zappa turns towards it, as twigs snag at my clothes, and thorns rip my skin. Missing his stride, he scrambles up the chalky slope in front of us, then at the top, stops dead, pitching me

  headlong into darkness.




  





  ROSIE




  As the image forms in front of me, instantly I know three things. I’m four years old, it’s the first day of term and my first day at Abbey Green Primary, a

  small village school with a picket fence round its neatly mown grass that to me seems terrifying.




  My uniform is scratchy, and my plaits pull on my scalp. I’m frightened and I don’t want to leave my mother.




  ‘Come along, Rosanna. We don’t want to be late.’ Taking my hand firmly in hers.




  I am that little girl again, being pulled along with a pit of dread in my stomach.




  When we get to my classroom, Mummy remains at the door. I want to stay with her, but I have to walk in on my own, staring at the floor as everyone turns round to look at me. My face is very

  hot and I want to cry again.




  ‘Good morning, Rosanna.’




  Jeez. I’d forgotten Mrs Bell. At the time, I liked how she smiled and was kind. Now, I see a weary, middle-aged lady with endless patience and too much love, worrying about her pupils,

  watching me when I’m not aware of her kindly glances, reassuring my mother that I’ll settle quickly, then after her last pupil leaves, tired, grey from the heart complaint no one knows

  about, sitting for five minutes before she prepares the classroom for another day.




  I wonder how many children have passed through her care. I look around the room, at the little wooden tables that seat six, the book on her desk that she’s read to countless children

  just as she reads to us, every afternoon without fail. Then the memories start, one or two at first, then a whole flood of them. The musty smell in the cloakroom where we hung our coats and shoe

  bags. How disgusting lunch was. The climbing bars in the playground under the horse chestnut tree, where we fought over conkers. How when my mother collected me, I bawled.




  I make a friend. Becky Thomas. She’s small with sharp eyes and dark brown hair cut in a fringe. Now, I see how her uniform is a hand-me-down, her sleeves too short, her skirt fastened

  with a pin. She wears scuffed shoes and squints at the pages of her book, because no one’s taken her to get her eyes checked.




  I remember I wanted a fringe just like hers. I remember Becky’s house, too, how it’s squeezed between others the same, with long, thin gardens and lots of cats. Her mum smokes

  and says ‘God’ all the time, and her eyelashes are very long.




  We play in Becky’s room. Then Becky says we can dress up in her mum’s clothes, so we put on pretty dresses that smell of perfume. Then we get necklaces, and I hear her mum coming

  up the stairs and I’m frightened.




  But she isn’t cross. She laughs at us. ‘God, you’re right glamour pusses, you two are,’ she says. Then she fetches one of her lipsticks and we put it on.




  I’ve never heard of glamour pusses. I wonder if it’s to do with all her cats. We have chips with ketchup, which she lets us eat in front of the television, and then Mummy comes.

  I hear her talking to Becky’s mum. Then she comes inside and has that worried look that makes my tummy slide around inside me.




  ‘Get your things, Rosanna darling.’




  It’s in her voice, too.




  ‘Lovely name,’ coos Becky’s mum, breathing cigarette smoke into the air behind her. ‘Ever so classy.’




  On the way home, even though I know she’s cross about something, I’m so happy to have a friend it bursts out of me.




  ‘We had a nice time, Mummy. It was fun. We dressed up as glamour pusses.’




  ‘Rosanna . . .’




  The ring of her voice makes me stop. I don’t know what I’ve done, only that it’s wrong. It must be, because I can tell she doesn’t want me to talk about it.

  It’s what that shocked, annoyed, worried voice always means.




  Mummy drives much faster than usual and, when she’s parked the car, tells me to hurry inside.




  After she’s washed my face, I hear my father’s car, revving the way he always does before he parks, then slams the door. Mummy hears too. I see the deep line on her forehead.

  Then she crouches down, her hands resting on my shoulders.




  ‘I don’t want you to be friends with that girl, Rosanna. They’re not like us.’




  I don’t understand. I look at Mummy. I want to be Becky’s friend, but Mummy must be right. I remember my happiness swirling down the basin with the running water. Feeling stupid

  for not knowing, and the taste of soap as I bite my lip.




  ‘And please, Rosanna, don’t tell Daddy what you did tonight. He won’t understand.’




  She says it in a nice way, stroking my hair behind my ears. Then she kisses me, as his key turns in the door.




  ‘Quick,’ she whispers, standing up, placing a finger to her lips. ‘Remember what I said – not a word.’




  And because I love my mummy, I do as she says.
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  Zappa’s unscathed, but I’m not pretty. My face is scratched, and I’ve the beginnings of a black eye when Angus comes home that evening. He’s suitably

  horrified.




  ‘Christ, Kate. What happened to you?’




  ‘The storm spooked Zappa in the woods. I had a fall.’




  I decide not to tell him about blacking out. Even after twenty years of marriage, Angus still thinks horses are dangerous.




  I don’t tell him about the fear, either, about my strange certainty that something terrible had happened there, to Rosie.




  I’d struggled to my feet to find myself in a small clearing at the top of a chalky slope, at the centre of a ring of ancient beech trees.




  A snorting sound had startled me and I’d looked up to see Zappa standing there, reins hanging over his head, looking sheepish. One foot at a time, he ventured towards me, nostrils flared,

  clearly still on alert.




  ‘Hey, boy.’ I reached for his reins. ‘It’s OK.’ I patted his neck, reassuring him, before we slowly made our way back.




  ‘You look a mess,’ says Angus.




  ‘Thanks. You’re full of compliments,’ I tell him.




  ‘I didn’t mean it like that, Kate.’ He comes over and gently touches my bruised cheek, which alone is enough to make me wince.




  Taking his hand away, he frowns. ‘Are you quite sure you’re not concussed?’




  ‘I’m fine, Angus. It looks much worse than it is.’




  ‘Maybe you should get yourself checked out.’




  I shake my head. I’ve been through enough for one day. Anyway, there’s nothing more guaranteed to make you feel terrible than spending hours hanging around in A&E.




  ‘Really. I’m OK.’ I manage a smile for all of about a second, as it comes back to me what was in my head out there. And then I realize.




  ‘Oh my God. You don’t know.’




  ‘Grace is probably right,’ he says, when I’ve finished telling him. ‘Teenagers do the daftest things – even the best-behaved ones. And Rosie would

  have known her mother wouldn’t like her going to Poppy’s.’




  ‘I know.’ I sigh.




  I want to believe him. And any other time, I’d just agree, pushing it to the back of my mind, while I wait for Jo’s call to tell me Rosie’s come home. But after what happened

  earlier today, illogical though it is, I have this unshakeable feeling something’s happened to her.




  We eat inside. The air still feels charged, with the muted gossip spreading through the village, with more thunderstorms rumbling in the distance. It’s just me and Angus

  – Grace went out before I came back. She’s with friends, tightening ranks, holding their own vigil as they wait for news about Rosie.




  ‘You’re miles away,’ Angus remarks. ‘Stop worrying, Kate. She’ll be fine.’




  ‘I know.’ I put down my knife and fork. ‘But what if she isn’t? I’m sorry, but I’m really worried. OK, so if it was Sophie, you could imagine it,

  couldn’t you?’ Sophie’s a close friend of Grace’s, with a mind of her own and an independent, rebellious streak that my daughter finds at once enviable and infuriating.

  Mostly the former, though – they’re thick as thieves. ‘But not Rosie. It’s just not the kind of thing she’d do.’




  I stare at my plate, the poached salmon and salad leaves, my appetite gone, wishing I knew where she was.




  As another day begins, a day in which so far there is no news, it seems unbelievable that we must wait. I know the majority of missing teenagers return home. I know also, out

  of those who want to, most come back unscathed.




  But what about those who don’t? If each passing second removes them further, blunting memories, hiding tracks, until no one can tell where they’ve gone?




  Terrible possibilities crowd my mind. Kidnap, rape, trafficking and worse, as I think of the saddest, most devastating stories I’ve read, of troubled teenagers who hide their worries from

  those closest to them before quietly taking their own lives. Then, unable to endure my own company, I drive over to Rachael’s.




  She’s outside when I get there, unloading shopping from the pickup she uses for the school run – Alan’s, for use on their farm.




  ‘Animals, small boys . . . there’s not much in it,’ she’s told me many times. Rachael and Alan have a thousand or so sheep, and four sons.




  ‘Here. I brought you these.’ I hand her a home-grown lettuce and a bag of potatoes, still covered in earth.




  ‘Oh God, I wish you hadn’t. Alan will start banging on about the garden again and I really don’t have time.’




  I’ve known Rachael too long to take offence at her bluntness. She was the first friend I made when Angus and I moved here twenty years ago. She’s also completely turned the

  traditional role of the farmer’s wife on its head, firstly by not marrying him, then refusing to give up her city job, even though these days, some of the time at least, she works from

  home.




  ‘I know you don’t – that’s why I brought them. I’ll wash them. He’ll never know.’ I pick up some of her shopping bags.




  ‘You’re an angel. Put the kettle on, will you? I’m desperate for coffee.’




  I follow her inside through the riot of wire-haired terriers that rush to greet us. ‘Have you heard? About Rosie Anderson?’




  ‘What about her?’ Rachael’s voice echoes through the cool vastness of her cavernous farmhouse.




  ‘She’s missing.’




  ‘Probably a boy, or else she’s partying,’ Rachael calls back. ‘I remember doing that once. I was gone for three days. I think I shacked up with this boy I fancied . . .

  God, I can’t believe I did that. My poor mother – she never said a word, or perhaps she thought she’d got rid of me!’




  ‘Jo’s out of her mind. Rosie’s not your typical teenager.’




  ‘The quiet ones are often the worst! Seriously, though, I’ll watch out for her. Jo must be desperate.’ Rachael comes back in and I hand her a mug. ‘I’ve got this

  phone meeting at half past . . .’ She glances at the time – just gone twenty past. ‘Where has this morning gone? How’s your lovely Grace? Enjoying her summer? You’ve

  no idea how lucky you are, having a daughter. This entire house practically oozes testosterone . . .’




  It’s how Rachael talks, in a series of questions to which answers are not mandatory. But before I can get a word in, her phone rings.




  ‘Bollocks. He’s early. I have to get this, Kate, sorry. But let me know if you hear anything.’




  I let myself out while Rachael takes the call, her strident voice following me outside, as I’m thinking, Is it just me?




  Apart from Jo, isn’t anyone else worried about Rosie?




  When I get home, Grace is in the kitchen, Sophie at her side, grazing, the way teenagers do, stripping the fridge, the larder, before moving on to the fruit bowl. Her current

  fad isn’t so much low-carb as no-carb, destined to end as it always does in a feast of nothing-but-carbs.




  ‘Hi, girls. Have you heard anything?’




  Taking another bite of her apple, Grace shakes her head. ‘No one has. It’s really weird.’




  ‘Could you speak to Poppy?’ I know they’re not friends, but doesn’t something like this unite people? ‘She might know something. Gracie, I was thinking . . . Do you

  know if Rosie has a boyfriend?’




  Even after Jo’s told me she hasn’t, I’m still wondering, because all teenagers have their secrets.




  Grace hunts around in the fridge. ‘She might, but Poppy won’t say. Not to me. And I don’t understand why the police aren’t looking for her. I mean, what if

  something’s happened?’




  ‘I’m sure they must be by now.’ Words intended to reassure – myself as well as Grace – my unease heightened as I realize that she, too, is thinking the

  unthinkable.




  I leave it as late as is reasonable before calling Jo.




  ‘Hello?’ Her voice is breathless, as though she’s just run up a flight of stairs, her tone desperate, which tells me nothing’s changed.




  ‘Sorry, Jo. It’s only me. Kate,’ I add. ‘I won’t keep you. I just wondered if you’d heard anything.’




  ‘Kate . . . No . . . Every time the phone goes, I think . . .’ Her thoughts scattered, her speech disjointed. ‘I’m so worried. I can’t talk. The police have just

  arrived.’




  ‘Of course.’ My stomach lurches. ‘You go. We’ll speak soon.’




  And though I know that the police need to be there, that questions should be asked, no stone left unturned, suddenly I’m cold.




  ‘Mum, we’re going out.’ Grace appears, in tiny shorts and a Beatles T-shirt, followed by Sophie, who by virtue of her long legs and lanky frame manages somehow to be wearing

  even less.




  ‘Where are you off to, girls?’




  ‘Josh’s,’ they answer in unison.




  Josh is a friend from school who has parents with breathtaking tolerance for teenage gatherings and a summerhouse – Josh’s den – across the garden.




  ‘Gracie? Be careful, sweetie. And ask everyone about Rosie, won’t you?’




  Silencing the part of me aching to keep her here, at home, watching her every step, keeping her safe, until we know.




  ‘Mum . . . of course I’ll be careful. We’re only going about two miles.’ She catches Sophie’s eye and I see the familiar code flicker between them.




  Sophie gives me a hug. ‘Don’t worry, Kate. We’ll be fine – and we’ll make sure everyone’s looking for her.’




  I watch them walk out to Grace’s car, shiny-haired and long-limbed. Laughing at something Sophie says, filled with that unshakeable belief that teenagers have.




  That nothing bad will ever happen to them.




  ‘It’s routine,’ my pragmatic husband says when I tell him the police have arrived at the Andersons’. ‘It’s what they’re paid for,

  Kate. You’d expect them to be there.’




  ‘I know. But it means Rosie’s still missing, doesn’t it?’




  ‘Well, perhaps now they’ll get on with finding her. I’m starving – what’s for supper?’




  ‘Salad.’ Food’s the last thing on my mind.




  ‘Again?’ Angus wrinkles up his nose. ‘I didn’t have lunch, Kate.’ He sounds disappointed.




  ‘Maybe chicken. I’ll look in the fridge. I was going to go shopping, but I forgot.’ I hesitate. ‘You know Grace has gone out again . . . It worries me, Angus, while

  Rosie’s missing . . . I mean, we don’t know what’s happened, do we?’




  Angus comes over, putting his arms around me, reading between the blurred lines that have crept in and are suddenly everywhere I look.




  ‘I’d like to see you stop her,’ he says softly. ‘Grace will be fine – as I’m sure Rosie will be, too. Stop worrying. More than likely she’ll turn

  up.’




  





  ROSIE




  Where light falls on my childhood, I know happiness, fleetingly. Enough to know when it’s gone.




  I remember a day in London. Mummy’s eyes, bright, as she does up my shoes and brushes my hair. Telling me we’ll have the best day. ‘Ever,’ she says, crouching down,

  taking my hands in hers, her eyes sparkling, their brightness catching mine.




  Like all the best days, it’s just us.




  I love the train, with its big seats and movie-screen windows. The being on the inside looking out. The split-second watching of other people’s lives, full screen in front of me, then

  slipping past, then gone.




  When we get there, Mummy takes my hand.




  ‘I’ll show you something special,’ she tells me in that voice that makes my heart burst with excitement.




  ‘It’s new, Rosanna. You’re so lucky to do this.’




  I hear people talking about it as we join the back of a long queue. London Eye. Not knowing what it is until I see it, reaching all the way to the sky.




  To start with, I’m scared, but as we’re lifted higher, as the city gets smaller, the view gets bigger, I feel myself slip into another world. I wonder if all cities are like

  this. Full of other worlds. I glance at Mummy, her hair so pretty, her eyes so far away, knowing that she’s found one, too.




  I have ice cream, and Mummy drinks coffee. We go shopping, but then Mummy says we have to go somewhere. Meet someone. A good friend.




  I don’t want to meet Mummy’s friend. I want to keep this day just for us, but she says we have to.




  ‘Now, Rosanna. I can’t be late.’ And I remember thinking it can’t be a good friend, because good friends don’t mind if you’re a tiny bit late.




  Mummy’s friend lives in a grand white house, up wide steps with a shiny bell and brass plate on the door. When she rings the bell, a lady in a white coat and red lipstick lets us

  in.




  ‘Come in, Mrs Anderson. Mr Pinard won’t be long.’




  We wait in a room on a velvet sofa opposite a tank full of tiny fish that ripple it with colour, looking at the pictures on the walls, of beautiful women who don’t smile. Who are

  perfect. Until the man comes in.




  I hide behind her. I don’t like how he sounds. He’s not from England, Mummy whispers. And he’s her friend. I can tell from how he kisses her cheek. Smiles into her eyes.

  Tells her how beautiful she looks. How she calls him Jean. He calls her Joanna. Tells her the scars have healed so well, are so small he can’t see them. How he leans down, shakes my hand.

  Says how pleased he is to meet me.




  Only, when his eyes wander over my face, down my body, I curl up inside. Stare up into cold blue eyes. I don’t know why we’re here. Then Mummy goes with him into another room,

  telling me to wait, on my own, with the fish – ‘They’re so pretty, Rosanna’ – closing the door.




  And I’m frightened. I don’t like it here.




  I don’t like him.




  Suddenly, the day is spoilt.




  I want to go home.




  And I can’t see the fish through my tears.
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  In just two days, gossip and speculation morph into something much darker. Even as I feel my way in this new landscape, I’m not prepared when the police come here. The

  young, fresh-faced policeman, barely older than Grace and whose lack of any sense of gravity makes him somehow inappropriate, with the older policewoman, who I know instantly has done this too many

  times before.




  ‘I’m Sergeant Beauman, Sussex Police. We’d like to talk to you about Rosanna Anderson.’




  I show them in, not liking how their presence makes me feel, then think of Jo, wondering how she can bear this.




  They talk to Grace first, alone, after I’ve butted in, insisting I want to sit in with her, while Grace assures me that I don’t need to and it’s fine. But it’s not fine.

  I know she’s not guilty of anything, but irrational fear seizes me, that she’ll accidentally say the wrong thing and somehow incriminate herself.




  ‘We’d prefer it,’ Sergeant Beauman says as Grace disappears into my study. ‘Sometimes teenagers say more without their parents present.’




  ‘I don’t think she knows any more than she’s said already,’ I tell her. ‘She doesn’t keep secrets from me.’




  Sergeant Beauman gives me the knowing kind of nod that goes with having a teenage daughter of her own, then follows Grace in and closes the door.




  I sit for what feels like ages, uncomfortable, the palms of my hands clammy, before it’s my turn, and as I take Grace’s place, even though it’s my chair in my house, under

  their scrutiny I’m reminded of being back in school.




  Sergeant Beauman asks the questions, the young policeman listening intently, occasionally chipping in. They ask me how I know Rosie, writing it down, as though everything I say has hidden

  meaning.




  ‘She comes to see my horses. Helps out a bit. She’s sweet – and she’s really good with them. I don’t think her parents know. At least, I haven’t told them.

  She’s never said as much, but I’ve always felt she didn’t want me to.’ I gabble the words, incoherently, inadequately. ‘I mean, she’s eighteen . . . Parents

  don’t have to know everything, do they?’




  Aware of my own duplicity, because if it were Grace, riding someone else’s horse, keeping secrets from me, wouldn’t I want to know?




  Sergeant Beauman chooses not to comment. ‘So, recently, has there been anything different about her?’




  ‘I’ve asked myself exactly that. I can’t think of anything,’ I tell them, watching them scribble. ‘Only the necklace. She wore it all the time – only I expect

  you know about that. It’s probably not even relevant.’




  Sergeant Beauman looks up. ‘Can you describe it?’




  ‘It was unusual. Really beautiful. Made of red, purple and green glass beads, linked with these delicate swirls of silver. It was a present, but she didn’t say who gave it to

  her.’




  A thoughtful look crosses her face. ‘How well do you know the family, Mrs McKay?’




  ‘I know Jo through school . . . Grace and Rosie were at the same sixth form. That’s how we met. A few of us mothers get together for lunch sometimes. They’re a really nice

  family.’ I shrug, trying to think what else there is to say. ‘I’ve only met Neal a few times – in passing. I don’t know what else to tell you.’




  ‘Is there a Mr McKay?’




  ‘Angus works in London – he’s a finance manager. He doesn’t know Rosie. He isn’t into horses.’




  Sergeant Beauman’s pen hovers over her pad, then scribbles again. ‘Thank you. That’s all – for now.’ She gets up. ‘If we need to talk to you again, can we

  call you on this number?’




  She reads back the number I’ve given her and I nod. Then she hands me a card.




  ‘If you think of anything else, or hear anything, could you call me?’




  Strangely quiet, Grace and I watch them drive away.




  ‘It’s weird,’ says Grace. ‘Only I was thinking . . . You know when Rosie comes to see the horses? She never comes when I’m around, does she? It’s as if

  it’s not just the horses she wants – it’s you.’




  Over the days that follow, painstakingly, methodically, the police work their way through the village, asking questions, making us see each other through a stranger’s

  eyes. Infecting us with a bacterial kind of fear.




  ‘Do you think they know, Mum?’ For once, Grace is actually home longer than just to wash her hair or collapse into sleep. Needing the safe familiarity of home ground.




  ‘Know what, sweetie?’




  She’s hesitant. ‘There were these guys hanging out in the woods.’




  I spin round. ‘Did you tell the police when they were here?’




  Grace shakes her head, slightly embarrassed, giveaway pink washing her cheeks.




  ‘Grace . . . who were they?’




  She shrugs. ‘I don’t really know. Just . . . friends of Sophie’s.’




  ‘You have to tell Sophie they really should talk to the police.’




  ‘Mum! I can’t! It’s up to her! Anyway, I don’t even know where they are.’




  ‘Well, if they’re Sophie’s friends, she will, won’t she?’ There’s a waspish tone in my voice, because from Grace’s flushed cheeks and evasive answers,

  I’d say there’s more to this than she’s telling.




  She says nothing. From an early age, Grace has known that silent defiance is impossible to argue with.




  I fold my arms. ‘OK. I’ll talk to Sophie, then. Or I could always call Lorraine.’ Sophie’s most unmaternal of mothers, called Lorraine by her offspring too.




  Grace’s eyes widen. ‘Just don’t, Mum, OK?’




  ‘So, you tell me. This isn’t funny, Grace. Rosie’s been gone four days now. She might have been kidnapped, or hurt, or anything.’




  Grace looks apologetic, but then she leaps up, alarmed. ‘Mum! I forgot to tell you. It’s going to be on the news. Josh told me. Quick . . . we may have missed it . . .’




  She runs to turn on the TV. I follow.




  Sophie’s friends forgotten, we catch the national news mid-broadcast. It’s left to the last minutes of the programme – in case anything more important, more newsworthy crops

  up? Is there anything more important than someone’s missing child? My head fills with unanswerable questions as Neal appears on the screen.




  I watch him, drained, tense, his pain clearly drawn on his face, as he makes a heartfelt plea. To all of us, whoever we are, wherever, to imagine if this were our daughter. To anyone who knows

  anything, no matter how irrelevant, how trivial it may seem, to please, please come forward.




  His eloquent, desperate words are the soundtrack to a photo of Rosie, flashed onto the screen, showing her beauty, her fair hair, that faraway look in her eyes. I glance at Grace, who has tears

  streaming down her face. On the second ‘please’, his voice cracks and my heart breaks for them.




  Like a fallen, unseasonal Christmas tree, our village lights up with phone calls. My heart tells me to call Jo, but my head cautions me. At such a time, is it right? I decide

  not calling doesn’t feel right either, dialling her number, imagining her home alone while Neal’s still in the TV studio, ashamed of my relief when no one answers.




  As soon as I put down the phone, Rachael calls me.




  ‘You did see that, didn’t you? Neal on the lunchtime news? Just so bloody awful, isn’t it? That poor family . . . And someone must know something. Come over tomorrow, Kate.

  Ten-ish? Oh God, Norman’s cut himself . . .’




  Only pausing for breath after she’s gone.




  I catch it in my words to Beth Van Sutton in the village shop. Here, too, among the locally farmed meat and boxes of vegetables, her trays of home-made cakes, fear lingers.




  ‘Terrible, isn’t it, Kate? That lovely young girl . . . That poor family. The police have been in. They’re talking to everyone, you know.’




  It’s no surprise the police have spoken to her. A human inventory of village comings and goings, Beth and her husband, Johnny, have run the shop as long as anyone can remember. Know

  everything and everyone – almost.




  ‘Johnny’s talked to the police about organizing a search,’ she adds. ‘People round here need to do something.’




  It’s the obvious next step, to turn fear into action, gathering our numbers and seeking out the most hidden places – but no less shocking.




  ‘It’s unbearable, isn’t it – the not knowing.’ It rolls off my tongue almost without me noticing. To a point, it’s true, until my mind inevitably fills with

  the many possibilities that are each a million times worse than just not knowing.




  Beth looks shocked. ‘No news is good news.’




  Then she adds, ‘Have you seen the strawberries? Second crop, they are. Really tasty.’




  Her eyes meeting mine, as the cliché passes between us, silently.




  Life goes on.




  When I get to Rachael’s, she’s in her habitual state of chaos.




  ‘Kate! God, I’m pleased to see you. The police were here yesterday . . . Have they been to you yet? Of course they have – you told me. Do you know if they have any leads?

  Someone must know something, don’t you think? Let’s go out for lunch. Only, the kids have eaten everything, and Ocado aren’t coming until later.’




  ‘Pub?’ I suggest.




  ‘Pub.’ Rachael sounds relieved.




  ‘I tried calling Jo last night,’ I tell her, as, pausing for breath, she grabs her bag and hunts around for her keys, before giving up and leaving the door unlocked as she often

  does. By her own admission, they have nothing worth stealing. ‘Just after Neal’s appeal – she didn’t answer.’




  ‘I’m not surprised. I can’t imagine what they’re going through. There was a reporter snooping around the farm this morning. Alan set the dogs on him.’




  ‘Your dogs? That’s hilarious.’ Rachael’s dogs may be multiple, but they’re harmless.




  ‘He didn’t know that, though, did he?’




  The pub is busy for midweek. Like a car crash on the opposite side of a motorway, is a missing girl suddenly a spectator sport? We opt for inside, a table near an open

  window.




  ‘Has Alan noticed a group of boys hanging around?’ I’m thinking of Sophie’s friends. I must ask Grace if she’s talked to her.




  ‘I don’t think so. Though on all those acres, anyone could be there – he’d never know.’ She raises her eyes to mine. ‘That’s the trouble round here,

  isn’t it? There are too many places to hide.’




  I’ve thought that myself, but if Rosie has run off with someone, the same someone who gave her that beautiful necklace, she could be safely camped out in one of any number of hiding

  places. No one would know.




  Perusing the menu, Rachael sighs. ‘Would it be incredibly greedy to have the steak, d’you think?’




  We’re halfway through our lunch when, across the bar, I see a face I’d recognize anywhere. One I haven’t seen in years. The last person I’d expect to

  see here.




  ‘Laura?’ Incredulously, shaking my head in disbelief. Is it her? But as I say her name out loud, she turns towards me and I see her face light up.
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  ‘I don’t believe this!’ Laura comes over and hugs me.




  ‘Me neither! Rachael, this is Laura. We were at school together,’ I explain. ‘Went on our first teenagers’ holiday together, fell for the same boy. Then she went away and

  I never saw her again. Until now! I can’t believe it!’




  ‘Partners in crime,’ Laura says, pulling out a chair. ‘Are you sure you don’t mind?’ Aimed at Rachael.




  ‘God, no. Help yourself. Join us for coffee – I’ll go and order.’




  As Rachael gets up and heads over to the bar, I glance at Laura, wondering where the frizzy hair and soft plumpness have gone. This Laura is sleek and honed – and her clothes incredibly

  fashionable.




  ‘So what brings you here? I’d heard you moved to the States. Are you back?’




  ‘I live in New York.’ She pauses. ‘I’m a journalist, Kate.’




  Speaking slowly, gauging my reaction, her eyes rooted to mine, as I start to get a sense of where she’s going with this.




  ‘You’ve heard about Rosie.’ It’s a statement rather than a question. My pleasure at seeing her dissipates, because I’m not sure how that makes me feel.

  Disappointment that my old friend makes her living out of other people’s suffering?




  ‘It’s a long way to come, Laura. And no one knows what, if anything, has happened to her.’




  Laura nods. ‘I know. And I really hope, as much as all of you do, that she just walks back in unharmed. But it’s a big story. Neal Anderson’s a household name. There’s

  more to it, though. Before this happened, we’d planned a series of articles on the hidden victims of war zones. Including Afghanistan. Human stories, about what happens when towns and

  families are decimated, and those who remain – the elderly, the maimed. The orphans.’ She pauses. ‘He’s already agreed to an interview with me. You see, he’s connected

  with an orphanage in Afghanistan.’




  It’s the first I’ve heard of this; suddenly, she has my attention.




  She goes on. ‘Seeing as I’m here anyway, my editor’s agreed to let me cover this, too. Half the country are following this – and it’s been a while, hasn’t it?

  You must all be terribly worried.’




  Thinking of Jo again, I’m not sure. There are more than enough rumours circulating and it feels disloyal to discuss her family like this – they’re too close to my heart.




  ‘I don’t know, Laura. Jo’s a friend. It might be better if you talk to someone else.’




  Laura sits back, still watching me. ‘Will you give me a chance to explain how we work? I can understand what you’re thinking, because right now, if I were you, I’d feel the

  same. But I’m really not one of those horrible, ruthless reporters who twist facts and who’ll do anything for a story – I promise you, cross my heart. Obviously, it’s awful

  that Rosanna – or Rosie, you say she’s called – is missing. There’s a story to write, sure, but accurately. And sympathetically, because awful though it is, this happens to

  people. The papers will print it, Kate, regardless. And not always the facts, either. You know that.’




  ‘She’s right.’ Rachael reappears with a tray of coffee. ‘So who do you work for?’




  ‘An American magazine called Lifetime . . . It’s a monthly journal – mostly about family and the kind of real-life issues facing women. I’ll give you a copy.

  I’ve got some upstairs.’




  ‘You’re staying here?’




  Laura nods. ‘For a couple of days.’




  Until Rosie comes back is what she means, but doesn’t say.




  Or doesn’t.




  However bright the sun, however warm and soft the air on my skin, I discover you can’t unlearn fear. It’s there, all around us, as we gather to search for Rosie. I

  wonder if Jo knows just how much support there is. But after a long day yields nothing of any significance, as daylight fades, numbers fall away, leaving the police to continue with a dog.




  It’s there again, fear, my instant split-second response, that evening, when my phone rings. I’m in my pyjamas, tidying the last of dinner away before I go to bed, meaning it’s

  late enough that it’s important.




  Grace’s number flashing up on the screen.




  ‘Mum, they’ve found her . . .’ Her voice is small and shocked.




  Oh God.




  ‘Is she all right, Grace?’




  ‘She was in the woods . . .’




  My heart misses a beat, because it’s not what I want to hear, nor is the rushing sound in my ears as it comes back to me. The storm, Zappa, my fall . . .




  Clamping the phone to my ear, as my heart leaps wildly, pointlessly with hope, because I know already, from her hesitation, from the tremble in her voice, long before she speaks the words.




  ‘Mum . . .’ Her voices breaks. ‘Rosie’s dead.’




  





  ROSIE




  I’m ricocheted forward through two elastic years. Another bigger, noisier car, which my father drives too fast. I’m slumped in the back on the soft, low-slung

  seat and can’t see out, so sickness rushes over me in waves. Mummy’s sick too, all the time, but she says hers is different.




  When we get to the new house, I shiver under a street light while my father stands in the drive, just staring at it. Then steps back, still staring, before a smug look spreads across his

  face. It’s not like our old one. It’s too big and dark.




  As we go inside and can’t find the light switch, my father says, ‘Really, Joanna, this is your fault.’




  It’s when I notice how he always calls her Joanna, not Jo, like other people do. I wait for them to find the lights, listening to the echo of their footsteps, wishing we were back in

  our old house. But when it’s warm and lit and the furniture is set out, and after about five days, when the windows have curtains and the rooms look a bit like our old rooms, and I have new

  toys and my own brand-new pink TV, I decide I like it here.




  I start my new school under a lavender sky just before a hailstorm, small, in a too-big overcoat, carrying my school bag, following other children across the playground just as the hail

  starts. I remember its icy sting against my hands and face, the drumming sound as it falls on the tarmac. I don’t see my mother bolt for the car, or the lavender sky darken to a steely grey.

  I never look up.




  I’m nervous all morning, staring out through the window at the gloom lightened only by an ice carpet, imagining I’m caught in a grey hinterland where the sun never rises, until

  break time, when a girl asks me to play. That’s when I meet Lucy Mayes, and then a little while later, the sun comes out and the ice melts away. I find out Lucy’s clever and lives in a

  nice house quite near ours and plays the violin. As Mummy says, she really is the perfect friend.




  And then just before Christmas, our house made beautiful with a tree that glitters and presents tied with ribbons piled underneath, Delphine comes to us, another perfect daughter in the

  random world that isn’t random.




  I look at my sister, who has my fair hair and eyes that stare into mine as if there are secrets there. She’s someone who needs me. A gift.




  When we’re alone, I call her Della, liking its sound and how it flows off my tongue.




  Watching, the feeling comes back. The same excitement, mixed with happiness and gratitude for Christmas, my new sister and my perfect childhood. I whisper to Della about the things

  we’ll do together and how I’m her big sister. I’ll always look after her.
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