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To Caleb and Esther





Thirty years ago, in a village in East Anglia where the land is swallowed up by mudflats and marshes and a hard wind blows in from the sea, a woman went missing.

It was midwinter, sleety and dark, but Christmas was coming. There were festive lights in the high street, decorated trees in the windows, smoke curling from the chimneys of the houses. And in a barn on the edge of the village, people were gathering for a party.

But one person never arrived, and life was changed forever in that ordinary little village. Her disappearance was the start of a chain of terrible events that for more than three decades blighted the lives of two families.

This is a story of dark secrets that were buried a lifetime ago, but which never lost their power, and of the grip that the past has upon the present.

It is the story of the people whose lives unravelled from that winter day: sons and daughters, brothers and sisters, partners and friends.

It is the story of a woman. She is a wife, a mother, a confidante. She is impulsive and warm-hearted and full of life. When people describe her, they use words like ‘radiant’, ‘vital’, ‘generous’, ‘optimistic’. She is a woman of appetites: she loves food, red wine, long hot baths. She loves dancing. Walking in all weathers. Jigsaw puzzles. Gossip. Weepy films. Nice clothes. Crumpets. Marmalade. Chance encounters. Peonies and sweet peas. Candles. Mangy dogs. Lost causes.

She loves life. She loves people. Above all, she loves her four children.

Her name is Charlotte Salter.



He looked up.

‘Does that seem all right?’

‘It was fine. More than fine. It was good.’

‘Then it’s a wrap.’






PART ONE 1990







ONE


‘Where’s Charlie?’

Etty couldn’t make out the words. The party had only just started, but there was already the bustle of voices and Neil Young on the sound system. She pulled her curly hair away from her face and leaned in towards Greg Ackerley.

‘What?’ she said, smiling into his troubled face.

She was happy and light-hearted, a sense of excitement running through her. It was the end of term. The excitement of Christmas was on her, parties and outings and mornings lying in bed heavy with sleep. Greg smiled back. She was so close to him she could smell his scent and see the sweat glistening on his forehead. He’d been working hard, preparing all of this.

Etty had enough brothers already. Maybe too many. But he’d always been a bit like another brother to her. She looked at his prominent cheekbones, his blue eyes, his air of being preoccupied. He was attractive, sweet, a bit shy. If he hadn’t been like a brother. If he hadn’t been three years older than her. It was all rather confusing. Anyway, she had another boy on her mind this evening.

‘What?’ she said.

‘Where’s your mother?’ he said, speaking more clearly and slowly, as if to a deaf person. ‘I want her to see how beautiful it all looks. Before it gets trashed.’

Etty looked around the barn. It had taken all of yesterday for Greg and his father, Duncan, to clear out the rubbish and then sweep and clean it. Now it was decorated with flowers and garlands and ribbons and coloured lights. The long trestle table Greg was standing behind was crowded with bottles, glasses and a vast bowl of punch with a spray of greenery around it. At the other end was an array of quiches and dips and finger food.

‘Isn’t she here?’

‘No.’

Etty gave a snort of irritation.

‘She tells me to get here early and then doesn’t bother to turn up herself. She probably wants to make a grand entrance.’

Greg, looking at her flushed and vivid face, thought that Etty didn’t understand how special her mother was; how lucky she was to be Charlie’s daughter rather than, say, the daughter of his own mother, Frances, who sometimes lay in bed most of the day, or sat hunched in a chair with a vacant expression. Etty took her mother’s vivacity and warmth for granted, was even embarrassed by it, not understanding it was like a fire to warm yourself on.

Etty saw the surprise on Greg’s face and felt a flicker of betrayal towards her mother. But she pushed it away. Her friends were waiting for her at the entrance of the barn. Kim and Rosa were there, and Robbie, who was in the year above them and who Etty knew had come because of her.

A flash made her blink. Her brother Niall was squinting through the lens of a Polaroid camera.

‘It’s Keith’s’ he said, aiming again. ‘It won’t really capture it.’

‘My mouth was full,’ said Etty. ‘You shouldn’t take pictures of people when they’re eating.’

Niall looked at the table and pointed an accusing finger at the greenery around the punchbowl.

‘Isn’t that a wreath? The kind you have for funerals?’

‘They delivered it by mistake,’ said Greg. ‘It’s for Doris Winters. She died last week, aged ninety-seven. They’ll probably come for it tomorrow. I thought she wouldn’t mind if we used it first.’

‘Is that really what you’re wearing?’ Niall asked Etty.

Etty glanced down as if she was seeing her clothes for the first time: a short black dress with a flannel shirt over the top of it and her Doc Martens.

‘Looks like it.’ She didn’t feel she had anything to apologise for. Niall was dressed in a grey suit that looked a couple of sizes too small for him and a purple silk tie with a large chunky knot; Greg wore paint-spattered jeans, an old shirt rolled up to the elbows and, on his head, a shabby flat cap that his father often wore.

She saw her other two brothers standing a few yards away, deep in conversation. She spoke in a tone that was almost a shout.

‘Paul. Ollie. Get over here.’

The two of them slouched towards her. Ollie raised a hand to Greg, who had been in his year group all the way through school but who had never been his particular friend. Greg lifted his beer bottle in response then took a hefty swig.

‘Niall thinks I’m inappropriately dressed,’ said Etty.

‘What does that even mean?’ said Paul.

Ollie grinned. ‘Nice tie, Niall.’

‘I came straight from work,’ Niall said, as if this was some kind of rebuke to all three of them.

Seeing her three brothers in this strange social setting, Etty felt there was something comic about how different they were. Niall was tall, solid, heavy-footed. His sandy hair was cut short. Even though Ollie and Etty were still at home, Niall already had the resigned, resentful air of the child who had stayed, the son who had entered the family business.

Paul seemed not just different, but a different race. He was small and thin, with a soft, round face that made him look younger than his twenty-one years. He was the child who had left, gone to college. He never talked about it, but Etty had a feeling that it wasn’t working out, that there was bad news somewhere, but Paul hadn’t told them about it. Paul didn’t tell people things.

Ollie was the brother who was like her. At least that’s what people said. They were the fun ones, the partygoers, the sex and drugs and rock’n’roll ones. Of course, it wasn’t as simple as that. Nothing is. But Etty felt that that was how people saw them. People got irritated by Niall and alarmed by Paul. But things would always be fine for Etty and Ollie.

‘We should get a photo,’ said Etty, making a gesture to her group of friends to say she would be with them soon.

‘Why?’ said Niall.

‘We’re all together. It’s Dad’s fiftieth birthday.’

She took the camera from Niall and gave it to a middle-aged man she didn’t know and asked him to take the picture. They formed themselves into a group.

‘Smile,’ said the man.

‘Smile like we’re at a party we want to be at,’ said Ollie.

‘Oh, for God’s sake,’ said Niall.

And when the Polaroid image emerged, it showed Niall glaring at Ollie, Paul looking blank and only Etty smiling at the camera. In the background was a fuzzy Greg, chugging beer.

‘Perfect,’ said Ollie, ‘and now I’m going to meet some people outside and get out of my head enough to deal with the rest of the evening.’

As he moved away, Etty turned to Paul.

‘You OK?’

‘I’m not really in the mood.’

Etty thought to herself that nowadays he was never really in the mood, but she answered as cheerfully as she could.

‘I don’t think any of us are really.’

‘I thought you had another party to go to?’

She jerked her head towards her friends.

‘Yeah, we’re going to sneak off when we can.’

Paul mumbled something indistinct, picked up a bottle of beer and drifted away. He was six years older than her, but he still looked young and unformed. When she was a child, she’d been close to him, but nowadays she felt oppressed by him. He was so quiet, solitary and watchful. He made her feel guilty for having friends and boyfriends and fun, and the guilt made her angry.

Kim came up to her and put a hand on her arm.

‘Let’s go,’ she whispered.

‘Hang on one minute.’ Etty turned to Niall. ‘Have you seen Mum?’

Niall frowned. ‘Didn’t she come with you?’

‘I didn’t come from home. I came straight from Kim’s. Is Penny here?’

Penny was Niall’s girlfriend and at the mention of her name his frown deepened.

‘I’m not sure she’s coming.’

‘Why?’

‘I don’t want to have a big discussion about Penny just at this moment.’

‘Fine by me.’

‘If Mum doesn’t get here soon, she’ll miss Dad’s speech.’

‘He’s not making a speech, is he?’ said Etty. ‘He can’t.’

‘He can.’

Just a few minutes earlier, the barn had felt awkwardly empty, with scattered groups and large spaces between them. Now there were enough people that she had to force her way through them to get at her father.

Alec Salter was wearing a suit, almost flamboyant, in brown with white pinstripes, and a blue tie with a red swirling pattern. As Etty got closer, she saw he was talking to Greg’s father, Duncan Ackerley, and another man she didn’t know. Alec put an arm round her shoulders. He looked like he’d come straight in from the open air, his face flushed, his pale brown hair a bit frizzy. There was a strong smell of lavender and of cigarettes.

‘How’s my favourite daughter?’ he said.

She was his only daughter, and it was a joke that had worn thin long ago. She shrugged off his arm.

‘Have you seen Mum?’

‘I came straight from work,’ he said without any sign of concern.

‘She should be here by now.’

His expression was slightly amused and slightly contemptuous.

‘It’s a woman’s prerogative, isn’t it?’

‘You mean, being late?’ said Etty. ‘I thought the sexist saying was about changing your mind.’

‘You’re not going to be boring, are you?’

‘Niall said you were going to make a speech. You can’t make a speech before Mum gets here.’

‘Why not? She’s probably heard it all before.’ Alec looked at his watch. ‘If she’s not here in fifteen minutes, I’m going ahead. If she misses it, then you can describe it to her.’

Alec ended the conversation by turning back to his friends, but Duncan stepped aside. He was blond and big-boned, and when he bent down towards Etty she could see her face in his horn-rimmed glasses.

‘Hi, Etty. OK?’

‘Have you seen Mum?’

‘Not since just after lunch. She came to collect some extra bowls and a ladle. Have you tried ringing her?’

‘This is a barn,’ said Etty. ‘It doesn’t exactly have a phone.’

There were two large wooden doors at one end of the barn. Once, many years earlier, it would have been where the cows were brought in and out. At the other end was a smaller door which led out into a field at the back. Etty held up her hand in another waiting gesture to her friends and took that exit into the darkness. She was hit by the December cold. From here she could see the shine of the broad river.

The smell of weed wafted into her face from further in the darkness and she saw a group and the tell-tale glow.

‘Ollie,’ she said.

One of the silhouetted figures turned towards her.

‘What are you doing here?’ he asked, as if she was a little girl intruding on the big kids’ game.

That felt cruel. Usually they were so close, but sometimes, when he was with his friends, he pushed her away. Ollie was nineteen, three-and-a-bit years older than she was, and they’d always been a gang of two in the family. He had left school in June and gone travelling for several months. Next year, he’d be going to university, and not just any university but Newcastle, almost as far from Suffolk as it was possible to get. Etty was dreading it because then it would just be her left at home.

‘I was wondering where Mum was.’

‘How should I know?’

She looked at the boys with Ollie. She recognised two from his year, and also Morgan Ackerley, Duncan’s second son. He was younger than the others. In fact he was in Etty’s year, although they weren’t particular friends. He was clever, nerdy and painfully self-conscious.

‘I don’t think she’s here,’ Etty said. ‘And Dad’s about to give his speech.’

Ollie smiled slowly. ‘That’s probably why she’s not here.’ He held up the spliff. ‘A bit more of this and it’ll be like I’m not here.’

‘Can I have some?’

‘You’re too young.’

‘It’s not like I haven’t had it before.’

‘Then get it from someone else.’

His tone made Etty furious and ashamed, but she forced herself not to reply.

‘It’s just weird,’ she said instead. ‘She’s been talking about it for days and she’s done so much for it. She wouldn’t miss this.’

She heard the clink of a glass and someone shouting something inside. A shape appeared in the doorway.

‘You need to come in,’ called a voice. ‘Alec’s making a speech.’

‘He can’t be,’ groaned Etty. ‘He said he was going to wait for a few minutes.’

‘It’s his big moment,’ said Ollie. ‘He’s not going to wait for anybody.’

Etty went into the barn with Ollie, but they didn’t push their way through the crowd, instead standing just inside with their backs to the wall. Robbie slouched across and stood close beside her, in the shadows. She could feel his heat and smell the nicotine and beer. Her body tingled. She felt another presence close to her and looked round. It was Greg again. He was holding a bottle of beer.

‘Have you seen her?’

‘What?’ said Greg.

‘My mum.’

‘No.’ He took a gulp from the beer. ‘She’s probably here somewhere. Probably organising some special surprise for Alec. That would be just like her, doing something special that nobody else would think of.’

‘Jump out of a cake?’

He smiled and took another swig from the bottle. Ollie was getting stoned; Greg was getting steadily and quietly drunk, while she felt horribly sober. She felt she was at the wrong party. It was time to leave.

‘You could try ringing her at home,’ said Greg.

Etty shook her head.

‘You’re probably right. I’m sure she’s here somewhere.’

She stepped a bit closer to Robbie and he took her hand.

Her father began to talk but she couldn’t make out what he was saying and she couldn’t see him. Someone shouted and he stopped and then appeared above the heads of the crowd, swaying slightly. He was standing precariously on a chair.

Etty knew that her father wasn’t nervous. He didn’t worry the way most people worried about a speech going wrong. He knew that it probably wouldn’t go wrong and, if it did, he wouldn’t care about that either.

‘I thought someone should say something at an occasion like this,’ he began, ‘and if someone is going to do it, then it had better be me. Apparently, this is a birthday party…’ There was laughter from the crowd, but Alec didn’t smile. He just waited for the noise to die down and then continued. ‘My darling wife hasn’t arrived yet. At least, not as far as I know. If you’re here, please make yourself known in some way or other.’

He paused and there was almost a silence. Etty could feel Robbie’s hand caressing hers.

‘Answer came there none,’ said Alec finally. ‘But I have reason to believe that the rest of my family is here. My children. My brood. My jewels. I mean, what can I say? There’s Niall, the one who has entered the family business and is waiting for me to retire. Put your hand up, Niall.’ This had the form of a joke of some kind, but Alec was still entirely unsmiling. Niall looked uncomfortable as the partygoers turned to him.

‘And then, counting down, there’s Paul who does… what do you do, Paul? Studying something somewhere. Where are you, Paul?’

Etty could see Paul, over to one side, also by the wall. She couldn’t make out his expression, but she knew what it would be. Wretched.

‘And then there’s young Oliver. How can I describe him? Artistic. Creative.’

‘He says it like it’s a bad thing,’ Ollie muttered in Etty’s ear.

‘Ollie, make yourself known.’

Ollie raised his hand, his face flaming almost as red as his hair.

‘All right, Oliver, you can put your hand down now. And then finally, last and least, or do I mean last but not least, there’s my little flower, the comfort of my old age, who brings all the charming feminine graces to the Salter household, my daughter Elizabeth. Where is she? Where are you? Make yourself known.’

Etty was, briefly, glad that her mother wasn’t there to witness this. She would have hated it. She stepped away from Robbie and folded her arms defiantly across her chest, turning away from her father. Across the room, she saw Rosa and Kim grinning and rolling their eyes theatrically. She made a grimace at them.

‘Look at her,’ Alec continued. Etty felt her cheeks burn as some of the partygoers actually did look at her. She wasn’t sure if they were burning with embarrassment or just simple anger. ‘Isn’t she a picture? But don’t look too closely. She’s only fifteen and, remember, she has three older brothers.’ He paused. ‘Where was I? Oh, yes, I’m fifty. Fifty. Half a century. Why did anyone think that was worth celebrating? Anyway, thanks for coming.’

The speech came to a sudden end. Alec climbed down from his chair. There was a little ripple of applause, and someone started to sing ‘Happy Birthday’, but it didn’t catch.

‘Arsehole,’ said Ollie in Etty’s ear.

‘Where is she?’

‘Can we go yet?’ asked Robbie.



The dancing started. Etty could hardly bear to watch. Duncan was gallantly trying to encourage guests onto the floor. He swung Mary Thorne round in a circle and then tried to twist her under his arm, but it went wrong and they ended in a tangle. He roared with laughter, while she adjusted her dress and her husband, Gerry, sat by himself at the side of the barn and stared sulkily at them over his beer.

Her father seemed to have disappeared.

‘Let’s go,’ said Rosa. ‘The other gig will be in full swing by now. This is seriously boring.’

There was an end-of-term party at a house on the outskirts of Glensted. The parents were away and everyone would be there. Etty had persuaded Kim and Rosa to drop in on her parents’ celebrations on their way.

‘Give it a few minutes,’ she said. ‘Until Mum gets here, sees I’ve turned up. Then we’ll go.’

For a few minutes, she and her group danced ironically to Abba. Etty loved dancing, but not here, with the uncomfortable sense that her father and his friends were watching them and they were putting on a performance of being teenagers, showing the middle-aged and the old what it was to be young and carefree.

Duncan galloped past, waving his arms wildly above his head.

‘I’ve got a tape,’ said Robbie. ‘Shall we shake things up a bit? What do you think? My Bloody Valentine? Let’s make their ears bleed.’

‘I’d prefer just to go,’ said Kim. ‘You said just an hour. We’ll be missing the fun.’

Etty hesitated. She caught a glimpse of Paul, who looked wretched, and a spurt of anger went through her.

‘You go,’ she said. ‘I’ll join as soon as I can.’

She half expected them to protest, but they didn’t, just shrugged and nodded. Kim put her arms round her and hugged her too tightly.

‘You’ll be OK?’

‘Sure.’

‘See you very soon.’ She nudged Etty and glanced meaningfully towards Robbie. ‘It’s going to be a great evening.’

Etty watched as they left, and then made her way along the edge of the room, her eyes stinging from the cigarette smoke. She kept thinking her mother would suddenly be there, with her cascade of dark blonde hair piled on her head, wearing the red dress that made her look like a film star, smelling of Chanel and smiling so the dimples in her cheeks deepened.

Where was she? Etty looked at her watch. It was half past nine. Charlie was often late but not like this.

‘Your mother,’ said Alec – who must have been drunk, because Etty had seen him empty glass after glass of punch, but who only seemed more sneeringly precise than ever – ‘your beloved mother likes to be the centre of attention. She wants everyone to be asking where she is.’

‘That’s not true.’

‘Really?’ Alec brought his face very close to hers. ‘Quite the mummy’s girl nowadays.’



Etty went looking for Niall and found him at the side of the barn, an oblong of light from the window illuminating him and Penny. She was sobbing and punching him in the chest. He kept saying, ‘Whoa, whoa!’ as if he was calming a skittish horse.

She looked for Paul but she couldn’t find him.

Ollie was sitting slumped on a chair near the makeshift bar with his eyes closed, rocking slightly, making a humming sound. She shook his shoulder and he opened one eye, nodded at her, then closed it.

‘Sorry I was a shit,’ he said, barely audible. ‘Some fucking party, eh?’



Quarter to ten. Ten o’clock. Five past.

She thought of the party she wanted to go to, the boy she fancied.

The dancing continued. The candles Greg had put on the food table guttered.

Etty collected her jacket. She would call home to see if Charlie was there, and then she’d go on to the other party – although the fizzing excitement had gone out of her, leaving her tired and dispirited. Outside it was damply cold, with a wind coming in gusts, whipping her hair against her face. The track to the road was quickly swallowed up into a thick darkness. She had to walk slowly, trying to make out which way it went, her boots scuffling on the rutted surface, massy trees on either side like sentinels.

She thought she heard an owl, but maybe it wasn’t an owl. Maybe it was Penny crying, or someone having sex in the bushes. As she reached the phone box, a figure loomed up at her.

‘Morgan! You gave me a fright.’

She could see his face now: so different from Duncan or Greg. He was thin and pale, glasses glinting, a shock of dark hair. He was holding a cigarette, whose tip glowed when he lifted it to his mouth and inhaled.

‘I’m going to ring home,’ she said. ‘Mum’s still not turned up.’

The booth smelled of urine and tobacco and the receiver was greasy so she held it slightly away from her. She dialled the number and there was a ringing tone, then a static hiss on the line. Etty pushed in the coins.

‘Hello?’ she said.

‘Mum?’ The voice at the other end crackled into her ear.

‘Paul?’

‘Etty? Is that you? I thought it was Mum calling.’

‘She’s not there then?’

‘No.’

‘Where is she?’

There was a silence at the other end. She could hear him breathing and she could hear the emptiness of the house, with no Charlie in it.



It had started to rain. Morgan was waiting, his hands thrust deep into his pockets. Why was he even here, at a party for old people, when all his schoolmates were out celebrating the start of the holiday?

‘She’s not there,’ Etty said. ‘Why is nobody else worried?’

‘You could dial 999,’ he said, quite casually.

‘What?’

‘You could call the police.’

She stared at him. The police: that would make it scarily real. He looked back unblinking.

She pulled open the door of the booth again and stepped inside, lifted the greasy receiver once again and dialled three times.

‘It’s my mother,’ she said. Her voice came out high and childish. ‘Charlie – or rather, Charlotte Salter. I don’t know where she’s gone.’

When she came out of the phone box, Morgan had gone. She walked back to the party alone.






TWO


The back exit of the barn was like the grim underside of the party. People were doing things in the dark they couldn’t do inside. Etty saw a couple against the wall to the side, entangled in each other. She smelled the reek of weed and then recognised Ollie, of course, among the group and then saw that Morgan was once more with him. She felt a stab of resentment. Apparently fifteen-year-olds were all right if they weren’t his sister. She bumped against Greg, who murmured something unintelligible. She recognised the glassy expression of the very drunk and the sweaty pallor of someone who had just vomited or was just about to vomit. She murmured something unintelligible back to him and moved quickly away from him.

Someone had lit a fire in a brazier outside. As she moved towards its flickering light, she heard a familiar raised voice. Her father was jabbing the narrow chest of Victor Pearce. He was the owner of the village café and he was Charlie’s friend, not Alec’s. She made the scones and chocolate-and-walnut cake that were always on the counter, and sometimes Etty worked there on a Saturday. He was shorter than Alec and slight. His hair was tied back in a knot and he wore a tie-dyed T-shirt and velvet trousers.

‘Hey, cool it,’ he was saying as he inched backwards.

Etty touched her father’s shoulder and he looked round at her.

‘I called the police.’

Alec’s face was blank as he stared at her but somehow it set her heart thudding furiously.

‘And why did you do that?’ His voice was suddenly quite pleasant.

‘Nobody else was doing anything.’

‘Nothing’s happened. She just hasn’t bothered to turn up to my fiftieth birthday party.’

‘They’re sending someone to our house in about half an hour.’

His face was still expressionless, but Etty could feel his anger. He moved away from Victor Pearce, spun around and walked back into the barn. He disappeared into the crowd. After a moment the music suddenly stopped. The dancing faltered and there was a sudden silence.

Etty couldn’t see her father but she could hear his voice, announcing that the party was over.

‘At least, it is for the Salter family. Thanks for coming and all that. Turn off the lights when you leave.’



‘You can’t drive,’ said Ollie to his father. ‘Not after all you’ve drunk.’

‘And you can? After smoking whatever it is you’ve been smoking?’

‘I wasn’t planning to drive.’

Alec yanked open the door of his car.

‘Get in.’

‘No way.’

‘Suit yourself. Etty?’

She thought of the other party. People would be dancing, drinking, making out. She pushed her hands deep into her pockets.

‘I’ll walk back with Ollie.’

‘Where’s Paul then?’

‘He’s already at home,’ said Etty. ‘And Niall’s going to come in his car.’

‘Right. Just me then. Enjoy your walk.’

He climbed into the car, pulled the door shut and turned on the ignition. Ollie and Etty watched the car speeding up the track, its red taillights disappearing into the night.



It was only a fifteen-minute walk, but the rain was turning to a soft sleet that the wind flung into their faces.

They didn’t say anything as they reached the main road just before it crossed the river, trudged past the phone booth, the bus stop where Etty got the bus to school in Hemingford every day and where a group of young teenagers were drinking from cans, past the new estate with its row of identical bungalows, and into the winding roads of Glensted, with its red-bricked, gabled houses. Christmas trees sparkled through windows. There was a reek of wood fires.

Etty was trying to feel irritated with Charlie for ruining the beginning of her holidays, but she couldn’t push away the rising anxiety and would have run if she’d been alone. She strode along with Ollie ambling in her wake, her heavy shoes clattering on the pavements. The town dwindled to a few houses, then they were at the small, disused petrol station and the cluster of mobile homes that stood empty for most of the year. From here, they could see the outline of the farmhouse, with squares of light from the downstairs windows.



Paul opened the door, standing like a cut-out figure in its rectangle of yellow. His eyes were the colour of walnuts. His hair, the same rich chestnut-brown as Etty’s, was long; Alec said it made him look even more like a sissy. Behind him in the hall, the Salter Christmas tree was a splash of gaudy colour. Charlie didn’t believe in tasteful decoration. She had hung the branches with red, gold and purple baubles, strings of lights and silver tinsel. Presents were already heaped underneath it including, Etty saw, a small square one with a ribbon tied around it, meant for her.

‘No sign of her?’ asked Etty.

Paul shook his head.

They went into the house, taking off their wet jackets. Ollie bent down and pulled off his sodden trainers and then his socks, saving himself from toppling by a hand on the banister. His feet looked very pink and, when he stood up again, Etty saw how large his pupils were. Etty’s hair dripped down her neck and her cheeks stung from the cold.

‘I called the police,’ she said to Paul. ‘Was it stupid of me?’

She wanted him to say yes.

‘No.’

The door to the living room on their left opened and Alec came out, a full glass of whisky in his hand.

‘A thoroughly memorable fiftieth birthday,’ he said. ‘Thank you all.’



Headlights were coming up the drive. There were two cars: Niall’s old Honda and, behind him, a police car.

‘I’m pretty wasted,’ said Ollie in a carrying whisper, and gave a small, scared giggle. ‘Do you think he’ll notice?’

‘Shut up,’ said Paul. ‘This isn’t about you.’

When Niall came in, Etty felt relieved. With his brown and reproachful eyes and his fair skin that flushed up when he was embarrassed or annoyed, he was reassuringly down-to-earth and literal and it seemed unimaginable that anything awful had happened to Charlie when he was in the room.

The police officer looked no older than Ollie, and he reminded Etty of some of the boys in her class, awkward in their height and bulk. His body strained uncomfortably against the uniform and he kept easing a finger inside his collar. He came in smiling, and he didn’t stop smiling. Even when he was trying to look serious the grin broke through, creasing his broad, boyish face.

‘Geoffrey Bealing,’ he said, bobbing his head to them each in turn.

They led him through into the living room, where he sat on the armchair with a broken spring. Etty and Niall sat opposite him on the sofa, Paul took the little chair, and Ollie propped himself up by the fireplace, where cold ash lay in a heap. The heating hadn’t been turned on and the room felt spiritless and grim.

Alec remained in the doorway, holding his glass which was almost empty.

‘You’re concerned about your wife?’ Bealing said to Alec.

‘No.’

Bealing shifted awkwardly in his seat.

Etty jumped up from the sofa and stood in front of him, her fists bunched.

‘She’s gone missing,’ she said, her voice pitched high. ‘We don’t know where she is. You have to find her.’

‘It’s only been a few hours,’ said Niall.

Bealing looked from one face to another. His gaze came to rest on Alec.

‘Is it unusual for your wife to go walkabout?’

‘Walkabout,’ said Ollie. ‘For fuck’s sake.’

‘Stop it, Oliver,’ said Alec. He turned to the police officer and spoke in a soothing tone. ‘Not at all. My wife is an impulsive woman. She will be back soon.’

‘How do you know that?’ asked Etty. ‘Did she tell you?’

‘I know because I know Charlie.’

Bealing struggled to his feet.

‘As you say, sir, it’s only been a few hours. I’m sure there’s nothing to worry about. If she hasn’t come back in twenty-four hours, then contact us.’

‘I’m sorry you were called out. I apologise on behalf of my daughter. She’s only fifteen.’

‘Don’t treat me like a baby. Something’s happened to her. She might have fallen. She might have…’

She didn’t know how to finish the sentence.






THREE


When Bealing got back to the police station in Hemingford, the duty sergeant was drinking tea and reading the paper. He was called Guy Lock and he was a widower. He liked the all-night shift. He looked up.

‘Anything?’

‘Woman didn’t turn up at a party.’

‘What do you make of it?’

Bealing grinned.

‘I liked the daughter. I reckon she needs keeping an eye on. Schoolgirl but, you know, all grown up and with a bit of a temper on her.’

Lock shook his head. ‘I used to warn my daughters about men like you. Seriously, though, watch yourself. What is she, fourteen?’

‘No, boss, she’s legal. Or near enough, anyway.’

‘This mum, though, should we be worried?’

Bealing pulled a face.

‘She most likely had a tiff with the husband. She’s probably safely home and making the tea by now.’



The three brothers were sitting around the kitchen table. Etty was walking back and forward, as if she were looking for a resting place and not finding one. It was the first time they had all been together since the previous Christmas. Then, Alec had got drunk and Ollie had retreated to his room. Etty and her mother had escaped it all and gone for a long walk along the estuary in the cold and the wind and the sunshine. They hadn’t talked about what they had left behind but Charlie had asked her daughter if she was all right and they had held hands as they walked. That had been enough.

‘I’ve been dreading this party for weeks,’ said Ollie. ‘But it managed to be even worse than my worst nightmares.’ He looked around. ‘Was there anything good about it? The flowers looked nice.’ He looked at Niall. ‘How are things with you and Penny?’

‘Not so good.’

‘Did you break up with her?’

‘I said that I thought we should spend some time apart.’

‘So you didn’t?’

‘I wanted to let her down gently.’

‘So what did she say?’

‘She wasn’t happy. She left early.’

‘I’m going to my room,’ said Ollie. ‘Unless someone has a plan.’

‘You can’t just walk away,’ said Etty. ‘Mum’s not here. She’s out there somewhere in that.’ She gestured at the darkness outside the window. ‘I’m going to stay here until she comes home.’

‘She’s probably with a friend somewhere, moaning about Dad,’ said Niall.

‘Which friend?’ said Etty. ‘Give me some names and I’ll start phoning around.’

‘You’ve already called the police,’ said Niall. ‘They know about those sort of things. Did that police officer seem worried?’

‘He didn’t seem to care very much, if that’s what you mean.’

‘I could do with a drink,’ Niall said. ‘If Dad’s left any.’

‘She probably felt the same way we did,’ said Ollie. ‘She couldn’t face this party, so she found something better to do. Which was anything at all, just as long as it wasn’t here. I mean, most of us were pretending we weren’t there, even though we were, so she just took it to the next level by actually not being there. To the right level.’

‘Are you still stoned?’ said Etty.

‘Not enough. I was trying to use chemical means to get me into a space where I was relaxed and blissful, and I didn’t really achieve it.’

Niall was wandering around the kitchen, opening and shutting cupboard doors. Finally he found what he was looking for and half filled a tumbler with whisky.

‘You’ve got to hand it to Mum,’ he said, and took a gulp. ‘If you’re going to leave your husband, you might as well do it properly and leave him on his fiftieth birthday.’

‘This is our mother you’re talking about.’ Paul sounded as if he was struggling to get the words out. ‘She’s the kindest person in the world. Why would she do this without telling anyone? It doesn’t make sense.’

‘It does make sense,’ said Ollie. ‘She’s married to Alec Salter. When she comes back…’

‘She will come back,’ said Etty urgently. ‘You’ll promise me that, won’t you?’

‘Of course, she’ll come back,’ said Niall. Etty thought he was saying it in the soothing tone he might have used if he were saying, of course Father Christmas is real.

‘Anyway,’ Ollie continued, ‘when she comes back, things can’t just go on the way they’ve been going.’

‘It’s all right for you to say that,’ said Etty. ‘You’re about to go away. It’ll just be me left.’

Etty was sure that whatever her three brothers were saying, they all felt the same way. Something huge had happened, as if war had been declared, and they didn’t know how to express it or what to do about it. She knew how they would each react. Niall always felt that he was the man of the family. He would try to carry on as if nothing had really happened. Paul would just retreat into himself, into his own darkness. Ollie was the most like her. He would talk about it. Talk and talk. But she couldn’t just talk. She had to do something.

‘I’ll call the Ackerleys,’ she said. ‘That’s where Mum would go.’

‘Duncan will be asleep,’ said Niall.

‘I don’t care.’

There was a phone on a table in the hall just outside the kitchen. Etty picked up the phone and was about to dial when she heard voices on the other line. She instantly recognised one as her father’s. She knew she should replace the receiver, but then she heard the other voice. It sounded familiar. She put her hand over the mouthpiece and continued listening. Yes, it was Mary. Mary Thorne.

She hardly took in what they were saying. It was as if they were talking in a foreign language. What she was struck by was the tone, the murmuring intimacy of it. It reminded her of conversations she’d had with boys. It would be the day after a party where they had been kissing, in the corner of a sofa or outside in the garden, and he would ring up and ask to speak to her and they would have long, strange discussions, talking in near whispers as if they might be overheard. Her father had spent the evening being sarcastic and loud and now he was talking in this strange tone she’d never heard from him before.

She replaced the phone as gently as she could. She took a deep breath and then another before going back into the kitchen.

‘What did they say?’

‘I didn’t ring them. Dad was on the line.’

‘At this time of night?’ Niall said.

‘He was talking to Mary Thorne.’

There was a long silence. Etty thought this was worse than anything. It would be better if someone got angry.

Footsteps sounded on the stairs and Alec came into the room with a bulging bin bag in his hand, which he left at the door. He picked up the bottle of whisky on the sideboard, took a tumbler from the cupboard and filled it, then took a sip. How was he not falling-over drunk? He looked at the four hostile faces of his children and half smiled.

‘I was talking to Mary Thorne,’ he said in a neutral tone. ‘She was concerned about Charlie.’

‘You rang Mary Thorne at one in the morning because she might be worried about Mum.’

It was Paul who had spoken, though his voice was uncharacteristically harsh.

‘Who said I was the one to ring her?’

‘If she had rung you,’ Paul said slowly, ‘we’d have heard the phone ring. But we didn’t.’

Alec downed his drink and put the empty glass into the sink.

‘Don’t talk to me like that,’ he said. ‘It’s my birthday.’

‘It’s not your birthday,’ said Paul. ‘Your birthday ended an hour ago.’

‘All right,’ said Alec. ‘Don’t talk to me like that. I’m your father.’

‘You’ve got a fucking nerve,’ said Paul.

There was a silence that Etty could feel as if it were something physical, cold and hard against her skin.

‘What did you say?’ asked Alec in a low voice.

‘I said you’ve got a fucking nerve.’ Paul spoke more loudly this time. ‘We know about you. We know all about you. You did this. You drove her to do whatever she’s done.’

He stood up, kicking his chair aside so that it fell back on the floor with a clatter.

‘Get out,’ Alec said.

‘What are you talking about?’ Paul shouted, and walked out of the room. There was the thumping of his tread on the stairs so heavy that the house seemed to shake with it. A door slammed.

Alec looked around. He didn’t look flushed or distressed by what had happened.

‘Is there anything else?’ he asked. ‘Anything else someone wants to get off their chest?’

‘How can you talk like that?’ said Ollie.

‘Mum’s missing,’ said Etty, ‘and we’re just sitting here.’

‘Your mother is not missing.’

‘Has she come back?’ Etty asked with a desperate flash of hope.

‘She’s not here. But you know what she’s like: if she has an idea, she acts on it.’

‘What idea?’ asked Ollie.

‘I don’t know,’ said Alec. ‘Any more than you do. She may have been angry. She may not have felt like going to a party. God knows, I didn’t.’

‘Angry about what?’ asked Ollie.

‘Did you have a row?’ asked Etty. ‘Is that why she’s gone?’

‘No, we didn’t have a row,’ said Alec irritably. ‘I was just giving an example. I was speaking hypothetically.’

‘That’s it,’ said Niall, standing up. ‘I can’t do this. I can’t be here any more. I’m going to go and look for her.’

‘Where?’ said Alec.

‘Anywhere. I’ll drive around, I’ll ask people. It’s better than doing nothing.’

‘I don’t think it’s really that much better,’ said Alec.

Niall flinched at this and Etty thought he might shout at his father too, or even hit him. But he just walked out of the room. Nobody spoke and the silence was only broken by the sound of Niall’s car starting and then driving into the darkness.



It was three in the morning and the house was quiet, except for the creaks and heaves of an old building, as if it were settling itself after the events of the day.

Only one person was asleep: Alec Salter in his pyjamas, in the centre of the double bed, slowly breathing.

Since Paul had gone to university, his room had become a dumping ground for cardboard boxes and displaced items of furniture. He was sitting on his bed, fully clothed, with his headphones on. Cocteau Twins was all he listened to these days, that and Talk Talk. Music to make him swoon and lose himself. Each time it finished, he put the needle back to the beginning of the disc. When you come to me, you come to broke.

Ollie was also in bed, in his own room. He had been watching television with the sound turned down. When broadcast shut down for the night, he left it on, a grey fuzziness which he hoped would send him to sleep. It didn’t.

A couple of miles away, on the road to Hemingford, Niall was sitting in his car, parked at the side of the road. He was halfway through a pack of cigarettes and was feeling nauseous. He knew that there was no reason not to go back to his rented flat where he lived alone and go to bed, but when he finished one cigarette, he lit another one. Going home would be an acknowledgement that life was going to continue and that whatever was going to happen would happen. He wanted to put that moment off.

Etty was still sitting at the kitchen table. She was beyond exhaustion. Her eyes were stinging and she felt scoured by the harsh kitchen lights. But she didn’t go to bed and she didn’t switch the lights off.

If the house were dark, her mother wouldn’t be able to see them and she wouldn’t be able to find her way home.






FOUR


Dawn came as a grey, dull light staining the east and brought with it a sleet that melted as soon as it touched the ground. Etty lifted her head from the kitchen table. Her cheek was creased, her eyes stung, she had pins and needles in her left hand. She was still wearing her short black dress and flannel shirt and she felt grimy and very cold. Cold to her bones. She didn’t know if she had slept at all but if she had, then it was only in tiny snatches because whenever she had looked at the clock on the wall above the oven the hands had barely moved.

She looked at the clock now and the minute hand quivered forward. It was ten to seven on Sunday 23rd December: two days before Christmas. The house was quiet, except for the clank of the old radiator and the unsteady drip from the broken gutter outside.

She stood up.

Nothing had changed since yesterday. The mugs they had been drinking from last night were by the sink; the bottle of whisky, nearly empty, was on the window sill. Paul’s jacket was hung over a chair.

Etty went into the hall. Everything was the same there as well. Her mother’s boots weren’t in the hall, nor was her coat slung over the banisters. The lights on the Christmas tree were still on, a mockery. Etty crouched down and looked at the presents stacked under it: they were all from her mother, wrapped in green paper and labelled in her flamboyant hand. The one to her was small and square. She held the box against her cold cheek for a moment, then replaced it among the other presents. She switched the tree lights off.

She went quietly up the stairs to the first floor, where her parents’ bedroom was. She put her ear to the door and listened but could hear nothing. She pushed open the door and stepped inside, holding her breath. The room was quite dark. She tiptoed to the side of the bed and put a hand onto the shape beneath the covers. She could still smell the lavender, sweet and insistent.

She went along the corridor, past the room which had been Niall’s but was now a study and junk room. Music was coming from Paul’s room. She knocked and pushed at the door. He was sitting on his bed, staring at her, or through her. His expression scared her. She closed the door again.

Ollie’s room was up the next flight of shallow stairs, next to the bathroom. She banged on the door several times.

‘What?’

‘It’s Etty,’ she said, entering. ‘You’ve got to come with me.’

He was lying on top of his bed in joggers and a sweatshirt. His skin was chalky and his eyes red-rimmed. His bright hair stood up in peaks.

‘Come where?’

‘She’s not home.’

‘I know.’

‘We’ve got to go and look.’

‘Where?’

‘Anywhere. Everywhere. Get up.’



Her own room was at the top of the house, in the attic. It was small, with a low ceiling and a window that looked out of the back of the house across the fields. They had once belonged to the house, when Alec’s father and grandfather had owned it and it had been a working farm. They’d long since been sold off. There were rumours that a developer had his eye on them for housing.

Etty cleaned her teeth in the tiny basin under the window, took off her dirty clothes and pulled on jeans, a long-sleeved T-shirt and a thick jumper that had moth holes in the sleeves. She looked out at the muddy fields, the tall poplars that marked so many boundaries in this area of East Anglia, and beyond them, the broadening river where it curved towards the bridge. Was her mother out there somewhere? She pictured her, injured, calling for help and words being snatched by the wind, freezing cold and in pain and waiting for someone to find her.

This wasn’t how her holiday was meant to begin. Today she and Kim had planned to go shopping in Hemingford, because neither of them had bought Christmas presents for their family yet, and then to the movies. Kim wanted to see Home Alone.

Everything felt wrong. Her hair was matted and her head banged with tiredness and her throat ached. She had a pain in her lower back, which meant her period was coming. She felt full of helpless urgency, but Ollie insisted on toast and coffee before they left, and then Niall phoned – the sound of the phone making them both startle with hope – and asked if there was any news. Paul came into the kitchen. He looked boneless and scared.

‘We’re going to look for her,’ said Etty.

He didn’t ask where; he nodded several times and said he would stay at home in case she rang or turned up.

Etty’s Doc Martens were still wet so she put on wellington boots and an old jacket that belonged to Charlie. She slid her hand into the pocket and found a shopping list and a pair of gloves, which she put on.

‘Aren’t you freezing?’ she said to Ollie as they set out.

He hadn’t changed from his joggers and sweatshirt. He shrugged.

‘I like it,’ he said.

‘Where shall we go?’

‘I don’t know.’

Etty understood then that he didn’t believe they were going to find Charlie like this: they were looking because they had to; there was nothing else to do.

But she felt that if she put her whole heart and will into it, she would surely know where Charlie was. She strained her eyes, searching the horizon, waiting to see her mother’s familiar figure come over the hill, long blonde hair in a twist, old coat flapping, her lovely warm smile breaking out when she saw them. She turned her head from side to side as she walked, because maybe her mother had fallen and was lying in the trees lining the narrow track that led to the road.



Etty’s socks kept sliding down inside her boots and she could feel a blister forming on her heel. Ollie had his head lowered and his hands thrust into his pockets and he walked very fast, as if he was angry.

The café in the square was just opening. Victor Pearce was cleaning the coffee machine as they entered. He turned as the door closing set the wind chimes tinkling and when he saw who it was he laid down his cloth and wiped his hands down his apron with the yellow sun embroidered on its bib. He was wearing a flowery shirt and orange trainers and had a silver stud in one ear. His shoulder-length hair needed brushing and his narrow face was pasty, as if he had slept badly.

‘Is Mum here?’

He seemed confused by the question.

‘Charlie? No. Did she say she was coming here?’

‘We don’t know where she is.’

‘You mean, she never came home?’

‘No.’

‘That’s weird.’

Etty stared around her as if Charlie would suddenly materialise, at the chairs still upturned on the tables, at the windows with the metal grille still down, at the bare counter. Her eye came to rest on one of the paintings that Victor hung on the walls to sell. He said he wanted to encourage local creativity. This one was in swirly greens and blues and yellows, like a garish pastiche of van Gogh. It made Etty’s head bang even more.

‘You really haven’t seen her?’

‘I’ve only just opened up. Is Alec worried?’

‘No,’ said Ollie. ‘He’s having a lie-in.’

‘Perhaps they’re having a cooling-off period.’

‘What do you mean?’ Etty’s voice was high. ‘What’s she said to you?’

‘Nothing. I just…’ He stopped. ‘I didn’t mean anything really. I spoke out of turn.’

‘She wouldn’t just go off,’ said Etty hotly. ‘She’s got us. And it’s Christmas the day after tomorrow and everyone’s come home, all her children. She was so happy. There are presents under the tree.’

‘When did you last see her?’ Ollie asked brusquely.

‘Thursday, I think. Yes, Thursday. She brought a batch of scones round, and we had coffee.’ Victor pulled his hair back into a ponytail and tied it. His face looked sharper than ever, like a weasel’s. ‘She’ll be all right. She’s a wise soul.’



‘He’s a creep,’ said Ollie as they went back into the sleety wind. ‘ “Wise soul”. What’s that about?’

‘Mum likes him.’

‘She likes everyone,’ said Ollie. ‘She thinks everyone’s nice underneath.’

He took a squashed pack of cigarettes from his pocket, shook one out, bent over his lighter and flicked a blue flame from it. Smoke came from his mouth in a thin column.

‘Can I have one?’

He pulled out the pack and she removed one. Her fingers were trembling. Ollie put a hand round the flame of his lighter and she leaned forward and inhaled, welcoming the acrid smoke burning her throat. She felt slightly dizzy.

‘We have to go to the Thornes,’ she said.

‘Why? Because of Dad and Mary?’

He looked at Etty as he said this, almost daring her to be offended or angry.

‘I don’t know. Just because,’ replied Etty.

Her skin felt raw in the wind, and Ollie’s ears and nose were red.

The Thornes’ bungalow was near the main road. It was a new-build with a car porch to one side and a gravel front garden. Etty pushed the doorbell several times, hearing its answering tune inside.

The door was opened by Gemma Thorne, who was in Etty’s class. The two girls had never hit if off. Etty thought Gemma was two-faced and Gemma thought Etty was hot-tempered.

‘Etty! What happened to you last night? You missed a great party.’

Etty shrugged.

‘Everyone was there. Hello, Ollie.’ A smile slid across her face.

‘We need to speak to your mother,’ said Etty.

‘She’s cooking.’

‘It’s important,’ said Ollie.

Gemma didn’t ask them to step inside, just raised her eyebrows and went down the hall, leaving them standing in the porch.

Mary Thorne came to the door with a brisk click-clack of patent leather shoes. She was quite short and she had compact, neat features: bright small eyes, a little rosebud mouth, shapely ears pressed back against her head, a miniature tilted nose. Her hair was a shiny brown bob.

‘This is a surprise,’ she said. ‘What can I do for you two?’

‘We’re looking for Charlie,’ said Ollie. His eyes were watering. ‘Have you seen her?’

‘You mean, this morning?’

‘Whenever.’

‘Is she still missing?’

‘You know she is,’ said Ollie.

There was a movement behind Mary, and Etty realised Gemma was sitting on the stairs and listening to them.

Mary glanced at her daughter and then back at them, her face tense. She took a step towards them.

‘Perhaps you should be asking Duncan Ackerley where your mother is,’ she said quietly, so her daughter couldn’t hear.

There was a moment of silence.

‘What do you mean?’ Etty said at last. ‘Why would you even say that?’

Mary Thorne gave a tiny shrug. ‘Just a thought. Since they’re so close these days.’

‘He’s our friend,’ said Etty fiercely.

‘Look, you’re obviously worried, and I realise it must be horrible for you, but I don’t know anything about where your mother is.’

‘What about our father?’ asked Ollie. His damp sweatshirt clung to his body, and his wet hair was plastered against his skull, making his face look thin and pinched, with dark circles under his eyes. ‘You know things about him.’

‘Mary,’ came a man’s voice from inside the house. ‘Who is it?’

‘Nobody,’ she called back. ‘Now I really do need to get on with lunch.’ She sounded brisk, but her face was tense. ‘I really hope your mother turns up soon.’

And the door clicked shut.

‘As if Mum’s a dog,’ said Ollie furiously.






FIVE


As they rounded the corner, they met Duncan Ackerley.

‘I was on my way to see if Charlie’s come home,’ he said.

‘No,’ they both said.

‘We’re looking for her,’ added Etty. ‘Asking people if they’ve seen her.’

Duncan’s face was weathered and he smelled of wood smoke and wet earth. He was a tree surgeon and Etty was used to seeing him in his helmet and stout boots, roped high up in the branches, a chainsaw in one hand, or throwing logs into the open back of his van as easily as if they were twigs. He often worked with Alec on landscaping projects and over the years the two families had become close, with Charlie and Duncan as the linchpins. Duncan’s sons had gone to the same primary and secondary schools as the Salter children. Greg had been in Ollie’s year, but they were too different to be close: Ollie so wild and intemperate, Greg quiet, inward. Morgan and Etty were in the same year too, and Etty sometimes felt guilty that she hadn’t protected him more from the school bullies. It was like not looking after a member of her family.

Duncan’s wife, Frances, was rarely present. She spent much of her time in bed, and had done so for many years now. When Etty was younger she had believed Frances was slowly dying, but gradually she had come to understand that she was depressed. She lay in bed because she couldn’t bring herself to get up and face the world. When she did manage to go out, it was clearly a painful effort. She would look at people blankly, a frown on her face, as if they were speaking a language she was struggling to comprehend. Etty couldn’t forget the school concert last year, when Morgan had played a solo piece on his clarinet. Frances had been there; she had sat hunched in the front row, her thick dark hair falling forward and something so desperately sad in her face that it was embarrassing to look at her, like looking at someone naked.

Etty sometimes wondered what it was like to have her as a mother. Maybe that was why Greg was so often silent and withdrawn, and why he often came to their house, to sit in the warmth and chatter of their kitchen and experience being in a family? Or why Morgan was so tense all the time, like a dog waiting to be scolded and kicked. She was certain it was why they often came to the Salter farmhouse with their father. Charlie was everything Frances wasn’t. She was full of energy and light. She laughed a lot, throwing her head back and giving full-throated guffaws. She smiled and nodded when someone spoke, leaning forward to listen to them, making appreciative noises. She flattered people, made them feel special and recognised, touched their shoulder.

Duncan’s kind face was screwed up in a frown. He looked at his watch.

‘Ten-fifty,’ he said. ‘Wait till this afternoon and then call the police again.’

Ollie kicked at a stone in the road and they watched as it skittered away.

‘You both look a bit rough,’ Duncan said. ‘Did you get any sleep last night?’

‘Not really,’ said Etty.

‘You need to sleep.’ He looked at Ollie. ‘And you need to put warm, dry clothes on.’

‘She’ll come home soon, won’t she?’ Etty knew he couldn’t tell her this: she would hate him if he said yes, and she would hate him if he didn’t.

‘Call me when you hear anything,’ was all that he answered.



They walked past the farm that grew turf. In the early summer, the fields were an unnatural, manicured green, and in autumn the turf was cut and folded into giant rolls that were driven away to be laid out in gardens like carpets. Now the fields were bare and the sandy soil looked thin and sick.

In the distance stood the church with its stubby spire. In front of them was the playing fields. A man was kicking a ball to a little boy. A couple were walking their dog. A mother was pushing her tiny child on the swing.

A hearse passed by on its way to the church, followed by two cars.

‘I thought they didn’t bury people on Sunday,’ said Ollie, morosely. ‘They probably have to get it done before Christmas.’

Christmas coming, presents wrapped, a turkey ordered, and no Charlie.



They turned northwards until they came to the main road that led to Hemingford, past the bus stop and the phone box where yesterday evening Etty had rung the police, over the giant bridge that crossed the Heming before it widened into a broad estuary. They didn’t speak to each other until they reached the train station.

The man behind the glass partition hadn’t been on duty yesterday. That had been Bernie.

‘What time train do you think she might have been on?’ he asked.

They didn’t know. Afternoon. Evening. The last slow train out, trundling between small stations on its way to London.

He shook his head at them.

‘Bernie’s not working now till after Christmas,’ he said.



‘She might be home by now.’

They walked back over the bridge, then turned down the lane that ran alongside the river, past the track to the barn, past the big new houses with their mock-Tudor facades and lawns that stretched to the river. It was muddy and swollen today, strewn with branches that were being carried to the sea. They twitched and danced in the water like drowning things.

We haven’t looked in the woods yet, thought Etty. We haven’t looked in the lane to the Ackerleys’ house, where the ditches on either side are deep and full of water in the winter, and where she might have fallen. Or the old mill, abandoned and full of rats. Or on the hill that looks out over the river, where Charlie loves to walk. We haven’t even looked in our own garden. She might be there, just beyond the front door, just out of sight among the shrubs and weeds. She quickened her pace.

As they came towards their own house, standing alone surrounded by muddy fields, bare trees and tumbledown sheds with corrugated iron roofs, Etty stopped dead and held on to Ollie’s arm.

It looked so bleak: the sleet turning to rain, the windows unlit, the chimney unsmoking. She knew her mother wasn’t there.
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