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Folly

noun: folly; plural noun: follies


	lack of good sense: foolishness
‘an act of sheer folly’



	a costly ornamental building with no practical purpose; especially a tower or a mock Gothic ruin



OED online






PROLOGUE

Saturday, 10pm

They crowd beside the bonfire, faces cast in flickering orange light, backs turned to the dark unknown.

‘It’s not true. Sally wasn’t real.’

‘It is true,’ insists the boy. ‘Sally was here. Her name’s scratched on the walls of the old hunting lodge.’

They lean into the story, his words holding them captive.

‘She was a local girl. Engaged to be married, until her fiancé caught her cheating. He murdered her at the folly on their wedding day, left her body for the crows. They say she haunts the woods now, a girl in a white dress, luring people to their deaths.’

‘Like I said, just a stupid story.’

‘There’s one way to find out.’

They circle the board, hands reaching for the glass jar. The boy waits until the only sounds are the crackle of the fire and the soft breeze whispering through the trees. ‘Is there anyone out there?’

A giggle is stifled.

‘Is there anyone there?’

There’s a jolt as the jar shifts on the board, a spasm of movement beneath their fingers. Someone gasps.

‘Shhh.’

‘You moved it.’

‘I didn’t, I swear.’

‘This is horseshit.’

They wait until the jar begins to slide, gliding smoothly to the letter S.

It slides again. This time to A. Then L. L. Y.

‘Sally,’ whispers one of them. ‘She’s here.’

There’s tension in the circle, an invisible noose holding the teenagers in place.

‘What do you want, Sally?’

They watch as the jar shifts. D. A. R. E.

One of the girls jerks backwards, breaking the circle. ‘There’s someone out there,’ she says. ‘Up by the trees.’

‘That’s not funny.’

‘I’m not joking. I saw them.’

The boy leans into the board again, the firelight caught in his eyes. ‘Who’s there?’ he asks, and they’re all silent as the jar glides beneath their fingers in a smooth, steady pattern, bouncing from letter to letter, spelling out a single word.

SALLY

SALLY

SALLY






CHAPTER 1

Sunday, 2am

The two women spill from the back of John Slater’s taxi into the triangle of light falling from a streetlamp. The blonde tugs at her skirt and straightens the flashing devil horns perched on her head, then promptly drops her keys in the gutter, cursing loudly. Her friend giggles and staggers towards the house, calling for her to hurry up. She’s busting for a pee. John waits until they are safely inside, lights on and the front door closed, before turning the car around.

The last fare of a rowdy night. Job done and into the home stretch. Alone now and yawning, John cranks up the radio and opens his window a few inches, hoping a blast of cold air and Lionel Richie will keep him alert. If he’s lucky, he’ll get a couple of hours of shut-eye before the wife wakes him.

He leaves the market town behind and takes the snaking road towards Bath, his car cruising down into the valley, past the turning for the fancy private school where he sometimes drops rich kids with their freshly pressed blazers and their monogrammed luggage, before heading deeper into the woods. A paper-thin moon flickers between the tangled trees. He rolls his shoulders and blinks to focus.

It’s not as if he believes the stories about this particular stretch of road, but you can’t argue with traffic statistics. Known to locals by its peculiar nickname, Sally in the Wood, the route has seen far too many cars career off into the dense woodland over the years. He’s read about the tragedies. A young female driver killed a few years ago in a head-on smash. A promising young rugby player paralysed after coming off his motorbike. It’s sobering to realise he’s just a moment’s lapse in concentration away from the steep drop to his left. He’s not taking any chances, no, thank you. He’s looking forward to sliding into a warm bed and curling around his wife. Thanks to her nagging, their suitcases are already packed and waiting in the hall. This time tomorrow they’ll be fast asleep, lulled by the sound of the Atlantic ocean drifting through their balcony door.

His fingers drum a beat on the steering wheel. He checks the dashboard clock, notes it’s 02:38am, catches movement in his peripheral vision. Something white flitting between the trees. An animal, he thinks. An owl ghosting through the night. Or a deer, perhaps? He glances sideways, trying to fix the image in his mind, but it’s already gone and the dark, serpentine road is rushing at him, demanding his attention.

He grips the steering wheel, taking the bend a little too fast. Clearing the corner, he lets out a cry. A streak of white is caught in the blaze of his full beams, something darting across the tarmac. What the hell? He slams on the brake.

There isn’t time for anything other than instinctive self-preservation. The car wheels lock, the steering unresponsive in his hands. He swears as he skids towards the lip of the road, knowing with awful certainty that the car is going over. He’s going to plunge into the steep valley, following the path of whatever that thing was. His knuckles blanch. The tyres screech. At last, the steering responds to the desperate yank of his hands, the car veering away from the drop and back onto the road.

Christ. His heart thuds in his chest. That was close. Sweat beads on his brow. What the hell was that?

He chances a quick glance in his mirror. The black road slides away behind him. All he can see are the dark trees painted lurid red in the glow of his tail-lights.

Sally in the Wood. He shudders. A deer, he tells himself. No reason to spook himself with silly ideas of ghostly girls rushing out at him. Not at this time of night. All those Halloween devils and zombies he’s been ferrying around have messed with his mind.

He drives the rest of the way home at a cautious speed, his hands still clammy as he puts his key in the front door. The sight of the waiting suitcases offers some comfort, and by the time he has poured himself a generous whisky, gulped it down, undressed and crawled into bed beside his wife’s soft, slumbering body, he’s almost consigned the episode to a forgotten corner of his memory.

He won’t think of it again. Not for a few days. Not until he sees grim headlines splashed across the British newspapers piled high at the airport as he waits for his flight home.






CHAPTER 2

Sunday, 6am

They hike in pairs up the steep woodland track, eight Girl Guides with their boots thumping in the dirt and their torchlight bouncing off the knotted tree trunks. High above their heads, the thin autumn canopy quivers in the damp air. One of the older girls holds her torch beneath her chin and turns back to the others, the shadows contorting her face. ‘I’m Sally,’ she says, making the others shriek and giggle. ‘Sally in the Wood. Wooooh.’

Their unit leader, a sensible, middle-aged woman dressed in Gore-Tex, snaps at them to stop being silly. The quiet only lasts a moment before the girls pick up the thread again, whispering their ghost stories and the name ‘Sally’ like an incantation through the trees. On reflection, thinks the leader, a ‘sunrise hike’ scheduled the morning after Halloween probably wasn’t the best idea for the troop’s adventure badge. ‘If you lower the volume, you might just hear the birds,’ she says. ‘Listen.’

The girls fall still, but the woods remain cloaked in an ominous silence and when they start walking again, all that can be heard is the steady thud of their boots and their laboured breath. ‘My brother told me the birds never sing in these woods,’ whispers one girl. ‘Not even in summer.’

‘They’re quiet because it’s still dark,’ says another. She tries to sound convincing, but they hear the waver in her voice.

A tree root sends someone sprawling. ‘Stick together,’ the leader pleads, falling back to tend to a grazed knee. ‘We’ll open our thermos flasks at the folly.’

But the girls aren’t listening. They press ahead, eager for the summit and the promised dawn view.

‘Look,’ says a girl at the front of the pack. She points to the dramatic stone tower rising in the distance, a pillar jutting from the treetops, black against the lightening sky. ‘There it is.’

She nudges her partner and they put on a sudden burst of speed, the two girls breaking away from the group, rushing the final incline until they are standing at the base of the folly, craning their necks to peer up at its vertiginous, lichen-spotted walls.

It’s even more startling close up, dark and imposing against the dawn sky, a thin, rectangular tower with a peaked roof.

‘I feel dizzy just looking at it,’ says the younger of the girls. ‘Are you really going to climb it?’

Her friend nods and disappears.

Left alone, the girl gazes up again, awestruck, her eyes fixed on the arched opening gaping at the top, yawning like the black, toothless mouth of a giant. It reminds her of a place she’s read about in a fairy tale, somewhere to lock up a maiden, imprison her for a hundred years or force her to spin straw into gold. She reaches out a hand and rests it on the stone. It’s cold to the touch, strangely clammy in the early morning air. ‘I still don’t hear the birds,’ she calls.

There’s no reply, so the girl walks around the base and comes upon her friend standing rigid, eyes wide, her mouth hanging open. She’s staring at something sprawled on the ground before the tower entrance, something hard to make out in the half-light, though it looks like a sack, or a pile of stained white fabric. ‘What is it?’ she asks.

Her friend’s answer is a strangled cry.

Stepping closer, the girl sees it’s not a sack, but a long white dress, two hands folded neatly, crude black marks scrawled onto bloodless skin, strands of long blonde hair. Her gaze travels higher, looking for a face, finding only blue lips parted as if to take a final breath, before the face morphs into a mass of glossy black feathers, a hooked beak glinting in the dawn light. A puddle of liquid leaks from beneath, like a can of spilled paint.

The girl stares and stares as the confusing pieces of the scene fuse together. When her scream comes, it echoes through the empty chamber of the folly and flies out across the valley like a flock of startled crows.






CHAPTER 3

Sunday, 8.30am

Rachel Dean runs fast. She runs with her legs burning, her heart pounding, and her lungs screaming. She runs as if her life depends on it.

It’s become something of a habit, getting out early on a weekend, before Ellie stirs and the rest of the school has risen. It’s her release. Her way of clearing her head after a bad night, of silencing her brain, of coming back into her body and reducing herself to muscle, sinew and bone. It’s been her way of reclaiming the weekends, giving them new shape, since Ben left and she and Ellie relocated to the staff cottage.

This early on a Sunday, there’s a rare stillness across the campus, the residential students tucked in dormitories, their pastoral problems stowed safely with them, for the time being at least. Morning worship will eventually drive them from their warm beds, but for now, the grounds are hers alone. She passes the grand, ivy-clad buildings, the assembly hall, the English department and the state-of-the-art science block, all locked and quiet, before detouring down a path lined with neat box hedging to where the art department nestles into the cleft of the hills, a sleek low building with a sedum roof and huge glass windows angled towards the trees. Here she loops back to join the long gravel drive, crunching towards the wrought-iron gates leading out onto the lane.

The urge to move is stronger than usual, and not just because of the bottle of red wine she’d opened last night while cooking dinner, for one. There’d been no one to share it with, no one to warn her not to overindulge, and Rachel had found herself topping up her glass, telling herself that the wine would help her sleep. It had, until she’d woken in the small hours, her dry tongue heavy in her mouth as she’d moved her hand across the mattress, reaching for Ben, her fingers grazing the sheet, finding the cold empty space where her husband once lay.

The shape of her life had returned to her then. Her ex-husband sleeping across the valley in another woman’s bed, and their daughter, Ellie, spending her second weekend with him, as agreed in their polite but decidedly tense separation negotiations. No doubt he’d rolled out the red carpet, playing happy families with Chrissie in that way it was so much easier to do as a part-time parent, without any of the daily grind to negotiate. She tries not to be bitter. It’s good for Ellie. A weekend with her father is probably just what she needs. God knows, she’s struggled to get through to the girl. Ellie’s latest stunt had landed her with a three-day suspension from school. If she isn’t careful, she’ll lose her scholarship and any chance of a place at the London art college she’s hoping to attend next year.

Gritting her teeth, Rachel increases her pace. She fixes her gaze on the tall gates at the end of the drive, but as she nears the exit and the former hunting lodge hunkered low next to the stone pillars, she pulls up short. The school’s entrance is no longer a picture of immaculate splendour. Splattered across the gravel is a mess of orange pumpkin rind, pulp and seeds, while a dozen or so eggs now decorate the front of the Lodge, yellow yolks dried in an impressionistic smear over the porch and windows, several more dotted across the school’s welcome sign. Rachel stands with her hands on her hips, breathing heavily as she surveys the damage.

It’s obviously a mindless Halloween prank, though whoever’s decided to decorate their head teacher’s residence with such a brazen display must’ve been feeling brave – or reckless. Rachel glances up and sees the curtains at the Lodge are drawn, a light on inside. Perhaps the Crowes have already spotted the mess. No doubt it would be Malcolm, Margaret’s long-suffering husband, who’d be out later to clear it all up. Such a shame. It only took a few kids to ruin it for everyone.

A dark silhouette passes an upstairs window, then returns, a tall figure, pencil-thin, backlit from within. Malcolm. She lifts her hand to wave, a little embarrassed to have been caught peering up at their home, but he doesn’t appear to be looking down at her. His head is lifted, she realises, his gaze fixed on the wooded hills rising in the distance.

Rachel takes the opportunity to duck away, dodging the mess strewn across the drive as she leaves through the gates and follows the lane to the start of a trail winding up into the woods. The sun is higher now, chasing the darkest shadows from the hills. She finds her rhythm weaving up through the trees, losing herself in the thud of her feet, the crunch of the copper leaves and the white clouds of her breath, only breaking focus when a figure looms out of the trees, stepping onto the path in front of her.

Rachel gives a startled cry, one hand flying to her chest. ‘You frightened me,’ she says, the words exhaled between breaths.

‘Sorry, ma’am.’ The man is broad-shouldered, dressed head to toe in a dark uniform, with a shock of blond hair. There’s a roll of something blue and white in his hands. Police tape.

She bends over, hands on knees. ‘Are you closing the trail?’

The officer nods and stretches the tape across the path, winding it around a nearby tree trunk and back again. ‘’Fraid so. No access to the folly until further notice.’

‘That’s a shame.’ She glances up the trail, unable to see anything obviously different behind him. Her usual route is a challenging hill climb, taking her a mile or so to the top of the escarpment, past the folly, then dropping down through the other side of the woods to the nearby town of Thorncombe, before circling back along the lane to the school. ‘What happened?’ she asks. ‘I hope no one’s hurt?’

The officer glances around, then leans a little closer. ‘I shouldn’t say, but it looks as though a Halloween party got out of hand last night.’

Rachel frowns. ‘I’m Head of Student Welfare at Folly View College. None of our kids were involved, I hope?’ She thinks about the excited buzz that had filled the corridors as Halloween had loomed closer, the mess at the school’s entrance that morning.

‘I’m sorry, ma’am. I wouldn’t be able to say, even if I did know. Which I don’t,’ he adds quickly. ‘My orders are to stop anyone heading up to the folly.’

Rachel feels a prickle of unease. Boarders weren’t supposed to leave the school grounds without permission, but she wasn’t naïve. She knew their residential students found ways to bend the rules, especially at weekends. It would be a nightmare for the faculty if any of their kids were found to have been involved in something illegal off campus. She wipes the sweat from her brow with a sleeve. ‘Well, I hope you won’t be out here too long.’ She glances about. ‘It’s rather gloomy, isn’t it?’

‘It’s the quiet I don’t like,’ the officer admits, gazing up at the trees. ‘Not sure you’d get me partying out here after dark.’

‘No,’ agrees Rachel. ‘But then where else do the local kids have to hang out?’

‘Shame that skate park didn’t get the green light.’

‘I have a seventeen-year-old who would agree with you on that.’

She waves goodbye and retraces her steps back down the trail, catkins and twigs cracking beneath her trainers, breaking the quiet. It’s unnerving to think of something amiss so close to the school, happening right here in the woods. At least Ellie had been safely at Ben’s. She finds herself suddenly grateful for their arrangement. At least that’s one less thing to worry about.

Thoughts of Ellie and Ben and their weekend together fill her mind until her feet hit the tarmac at the bottom of the woods and she slides her phone from her pocket. She types a brief message. Hope you’re having a great time with Dad. Love you x

It’s too early for a reply. Ellie will be fast asleep.

Leave it, she tells herself. Don’t go there. But her fingers seem to have a mind of their own, swiping to another thread. Hey. Hear there’s been some trouble in the woods. Anything the school should know about? She reads it back, pleased with its perfunctory tone and presses send. Then, almost immediately, before she can stop herself, she types another line. Hope you and Ellie had fun last night. x.

She hits send again, then stares at her screen. Oh god. That kiss. She definitely shouldn’t have put a kiss. Ben’s probably lying in bed right now next to Chrissie reading the messages out loud, the two of them rolling their eyes, laughing at her needy early morning texts. Almost as if she didn’t have a life of her own.

She shoves her phone back into her pocket. For god’s sake. She’s a grown-ass woman. Time to start acting like one. Turning back towards the school, she can feel the sweat already cooling on her skin. All adrenalin and enthusiasm for the run has left her now; it’s just her tired body loping back to an empty cottage and her regret trailing her like a small, lost dog.






CHAPTER 4

Sunday, 9.30am

DS Ben Chase’s car is being waved through the police cordon when he hears the notifications on his phone, two high ‘pings’ in quick succession. He guides his mud-splattered 4×4 into the space beside DCI Hassan Khan’s pristine saloon and reaches for the mobile. Two messages. Both from Rachel.

Just the sight of her name makes him grip the handset a little tighter. He scans her messages and bristles. A kiss? Really? As if that’s going to soften the fact she’s stuffed them about this weekend. No excuse or apologies. He punches out a curt reply. Can’t talk. I’m at work. He hesitates, then adds: We have a schedule for a reason. Changing it last minute doesn’t work for us. He catches his error just in time, backspacing to delete ‘us’ and replacing it with a far more tactful ‘me’.

A rap on the window brings his attention back to the woodland car park. He waves at DCI Khan, looming through the glass, reaches for his jacket and steps out into the chill morning air. ‘Morning, boss.’

‘Sorry about your day off,’ says Khan, already gesturing to the start of the walking trail and the direction they are headed. ‘Ferguson’s off sick and this one’s going to need careful handling. Hope I didn’t drag you away from anything important?’

‘As luck would have it, no.’ His phone buzzes deep in his pocket as he falls into step beside the shorter man. He ignores it. He hasn’t got time for a snippy back and forth with Rachel. ‘What’ve we got?’ he asks, zipping up his jacket.

‘A body up at the folly. Young. Female.’

‘Shit.’ Ben winces. ‘Suicide?’

‘Doesn’t sound like it. I’m told the scene is “unusual”. Silverton and her team are setting up now. We’ve started closing the main trails up to the tower, but given the way the woods sprawl, we’ve got a job on our hands protecting the integrity of the site. There’s clear signs of activity up here last night.’

Ben tries to conjure the topography in his mind. Their rendezvous point, a small car park at the lower eastern edge of the woods, offered the easiest vehicle access to their destination. From there, the shortest of the steep walking trails wound up approximately half a mile or so through the woods to the top of the escarpment where the abandoned stone folly sat high above them. There were incredible views across the Avon Valley, for anyone brave or foolish enough to climb the internal spiral staircase to the platform at the top. Heading west, away from the tower, you could descend a number of longer paths to the winding road known to locals as Sally in the Wood. Once at the road, you could head south to the private school, veer north towards Bath, or take a turn-off heading further west into the nearby town of Thorncombe.

Ben hasn’t walked up to the folly in years, but he remembers the forbidding stone tower, sitting like an axis point at the top of the woods, as well as the hills below littered with a series of abandoned quarries and caves, which had provided much of the local building stone, back in the day.

Ben turns his jacket collar up against the chill and follows Khan along the start of the trail. It’s been an unseasonably dry autumn and the ground is mercifully hard beneath their boots. The morning air holds earthy notes of timber laced with the faintest trace of woodsmoke and something heavier, something dank and fetid, almost fungal, autumn’s organic matter already in decay.

‘I used to come here years ago as a teenager,’ Ben tells Khan. ‘Back then it was the place to come – the only place, really.’ Memories return of dark, damp nights, spitting bonfires, music playing on a portable CD player, cheap, too-sweet bottles of wine and kids hollering and cussing, their cries echoing through the trees.

‘Doesn’t look like much has changed,’ says Khan, kicking at an empty cider bottle poking from the undergrowth.

‘This is what Ellie’s been banging on about,’ says Ben. ‘She’s been saying for months that there’s nowhere to go. She’s dead keen on the skate park plans, but it seems the new housing development’s put the final nail in that coffin.’

‘I heard,’ says Khan. ‘Shame, but money talks round here.’

Ben’s legs begin to protest at the steep incline and the two men fall silent, preserving their energy to tackle the hill. Khan, the shorter of the two, drops back a little and Ben subtly slows his pace to allow his boss to catch up.

The last time he walked this trail would’ve been with Rachel and Ellie. A spring day, he remembers. There were muddy puddles, branches coming into bud and Ellie, probably around eight years old, scampering up the trail, dragging a long stick behind her. Gemma had been staying with them, visiting from London. ‘Auntie Gem’ as Ellie had called her, the two of them playing hide-and-seek amongst the trees, hunting for animal tracks and imaginary fairy doors, while he and Rachel had ambled along behind, hand in hand.

It’s startling to remember how different everything had been. How simple. Before Gemma’s death. Before the end of his marriage. Before Ellie’s brush with the law at that protest in Bristol last month. Before the slow, slippery slide of life. Too many mistakes. He won’t make the same ones with Chrissie. He swallows to think of her, and their conversation with Ellie out in the garden last night, Ellie’s unreadable face staring at him in the dark, the merest flicker of emotion in her eyes before she’d regained her composure. She’d been a closed book, hadn’t given anything away, not even when he’d taken her to one side and asked if she was really OK. Just that infuriating, blank expression and the rigid line of her shoulders turning away.

‘Christ, I need to get back on my Peloton,’ puffs Khan. Ben spins and sees his boss’s sweaty brow, narrow shoulders hunched in his woollen coat, his black, usually slicked-back hair falling into his eyes. Khan was a sharp dresser, designer gear, always immaculately turned out, but tramping through the woods on a Sunday morning, he looks almost comically out of place in his smart suit trousers and brogues.

Khan had said the victim was a young female. Thank god Ellie had been home last night, but someone’s daughter hadn’t been and now there was a job to be done. No time for wallowing in the past or ruminating on his own problems. ‘You said the scene’s “unusual”?’

‘You’ll see… when we get there.’

‘Who found her?’

‘A couple of girl guides. Part of a troop…’ Still puffing, Khan pauses to take a breath. ‘… out on a sunrise hike.’

Ben winces. ‘How are they doing?’

‘As you’d expect. I’ve sent DC Maxwell to liaise with the girls and their families.’

Ben nods. Fiona Maxwell was one of the strongest constables on their team, a sparky, energetic recruit originally from Manchester, now relocated to Bath. ‘I’m sure she was thrilled to be woken so early on a Sunday morning.’

‘Maxwell’s a workhorse. Never complains. Her girlfriend, on the other hand,’ says Khan, ‘I could hear in the background giving me a colourful earful.’

Ben’s grin is short-lived. ‘Dealing with a bunch of traumatised kids and their parents. That’s not going to be easy.’

‘No. Fortunately, the patrol leader managed to keep most of the girls away from the scene, once she’d realised what they’d stumbled on. Maxwell will be asking for discretion, but it won’t be long before word gets out. Small town. People talk.’

Ben nods, conserving his energy as they press on up through the woods.

‘It’s an odd place to bring a group of young girls at daybreak,’ puffs Khan. ‘I’m surprised they weren’t frightened out of their wits walking out here in the dark.’

‘That was probably the fun of it. You remember what it was like as a kid? All the ghost stories… horror movies.’

Khan throws him a disapproving look. ‘I don’t like that stuff. Never have. There’s enough darkness in the world without adding to it. Some things should be left well alone.’

‘I didn’t have you pegged as a superstitious type.’

Khan shrugs. ‘I’m not, usually, but you’ve got to admit there’s something “off” about this place.’ He glances around and Ben is surprised to see his boss shiver.

‘These woods are full of stories. We’d frighten each other with them as kids,’ admits Ben. ‘But it was the folly that gave me the creeps. There’s an old folktale about a girl murdered by her fiancé up there on her wedding day; left her at the tower in her bloodied wedding dress for the crows to pluck out her eyes.’ Seeing Khan’s grimace, he nods. ‘Some say she’s the “Sally” that the road on the other side of the escarpment is named after, the ghost in a white dress that drivers report rushing out at them from the woods late at night.’

Khan nods. ‘I’ve heard the stories.’

‘That’s all it is. A story. Something made up by the locals to scare kids and tourists, and to explain the road accident statistics.’ Ben feels Khan’s keen glance in his direction and knows what he’s thinking. ‘People always want to find a reason why bad things happen.’ Ben’s hands clench into fists. ‘You and I both know the truth. If you’re driving under the influence with a phone in your hand, you’re going to come off that road, and chances are, you’re going to take someone else with you.’ Ben’s jaw has locked tight. He swallows, trying to shift the hard knot at the back of his throat. He moves a pace or two ahead on the path, so he doesn’t have to see Khan’s sympathetic look. ‘It doesn’t take a ghost story to explain that.’

‘Have you climbed the folly?’ Khan asks, sensing Ben’s desire to shift the conversation.

‘Not much of a head for heights. Vertigo.’

Khan smirks. ‘So, our resident action hero does have an Achilles heel.’

Ben rolls his eyes. Ever since he’d hit forty, shaved his head and joined the local gym, the team had taken every opportunity to rip into him about his cliché mid-life crisis. He wasn’t stupid. He was self-aware enough to recognise that the changes were, in part, due to his marriage ending; an attempt to fight his softening ‘Dad bod’; a way to keep up with his younger girlfriend. Even so, he was proud of his new abs and he certainly appreciated the extra stamina on a morning hike like this, even if it meant relentless piss-taking from the team.

‘Have you seen it?’ Ben protests. ‘The steps spiral all the way up. No handrails. No barriers. There’s a platform at the very top, and a huge floor-to-ceiling opening. Amazing views, but nothing to stop you falling.’

‘Sounds terrifying, even without vertigo. Can’t think why it’s kept open.’

‘It’s a bloody nuisance. The council installed a steel safety door a few years back, but it didn’t last long. Vandals – or kids – broke it down. The tower’s been open to the public ever since. One of those abandoned buildings that no one wants to be accountable for. A haunt for errant kids with nothing better to do – and a health and safety nightmare that seems to fall beyond anyone’s jurisdiction. The council don’t want any part of it.’ Ben comes to a sudden stop. ‘Do you smell that?’

Khan sniffs the air. ‘Smoke?’

‘I caught the scent of it earlier. It’s stronger up here.’

They detour a few steps from the path to peer over a low drystone wall. Below them they see the carved basin of an abandoned stone quarry, dug into the side of the rocks. The shallow basin stretches like a scar a hundred or so metres across, ringed by trees and toppled, moss-strewn rocks. ‘Still party central up here then,’ says Ben, pointing.

Down in the hollow amongst the fallen leaves and broken tree branches lies the carelessly discarded detritus of a recent party. Empty cans lie amongst silver vape cartridges, shards of broken bottles glinting in the weak morning light, the blackened remains of a bonfire slumped in the centre. An abandoned pumpkin gurns at them with a carved toothy grin from a rocky ledge, while high above their heads, a forgotten T-shirt, hoisted like a flag, droops in the morning chill.

‘A Halloween party, from the looks of it. Kids from town? The local private school?’

‘Hope not. That’s the school Ellie attends.’

Khan whistles through his teeth. ‘Jesus, Chase. You remortgaged your house or something?’

‘Nothing to do with me. It’s all Ellie. She won a scholarship. Her talent got her there.’ Ben narrows his eyes, a splash of vivid red catching his attention. He jumps the wall and clambers down the steep slope of the quarry until he is standing in front of a large rock at the edge of the basin. A single word has been sprayed across its surface in red paint. SALLY. He studies the scrawl before reaching out with a finger to touch the letters. ‘It’s dry, but recent.’

‘Let’s come back later,’ says Khan. ‘Once we know what we’re dealing with at the folly.’

Back on the path, they hike the final stretch up through the woods, until their first glimpse of the folly emerges between the thinning trees. The sky, now visible above them, is scattered with grey clouds, intermittent streaks of sunlight glancing off the tower’s high stone walls.

‘How tall is it?’ asks Khan, regarding the folly, hands on hips. ‘Thirty-five, forty feet?’

Ben nods. ‘I’d say so.’

‘What’s the point of it, standing up here in the middle of nowhere?’

‘That’s one of the few things I do know. It was a vanity project, built by a local quarry owner in the mid-nineteenth century to show off the quality of his stonework. The tower kept his labourers busy during a downturn in the industry.’

Khan grins. ‘Man erects gigantic, phallic monument to show off his business prowess. A tale as old as time.’

They emerge onto the escarpment to see the forensics team already assembled, mid-briefing. Trish Silverton, their Senior Forensics Investigator, a small, bird-like woman with short, white-blonde hair and flashing green eyes, gives them a wave but doesn’t break from her spiel to the gathered officers. Ben nods his greeting and zips into a white crime-scene suit before ducking beneath the tape pegged out in a large square around the base of the tower.

He approaches with care, skirting the folly and a small heap of black ash – the remains of another recent bonfire – stopping when he sees the body lying in the dirt. He crouches down, taking it all in, forcing his breath to slow and his mind to focus.

It’s a disturbing sight and his first impression is that she isn’t real. That this isn’t a girl, but rather a posed mannequin or a wax figure laid out for display. His gaze sweeps across the scene. The white gauze dress, old-looking and sewn with lace, like a Victorian nightdress or undergarment, torn at the neck, exposing the hint of a slender white shoulder. Pale arms folded carefully across her chest. Long, fair hair falling tidily around the shoulders. Feet placed together, the toes of her trainers pointing neatly skyward.

Ben swallows. He can see significant blood spatter across her chest, and more staining the neckline of the dress, as well as a dark pool of it leaking like oil beneath her skull. With a breath, he allows his gaze to travel to the most disturbing detail. Only half her face is visible, just the bruised jaw and blue lips, before the girl’s head seems to morph into a distended black beak, raven feathers ruffling against her fair hair. A mask, Ben sees, with a grotesque hooked beak, half Venetian ball costume, half plague doctor. The sight is unnerving, made all the more unfathomable by the words he can see scrawled over the girl’s limbs, daubed in black along her bare arms and calves. ‘PUNISH. DESTROY. REPENT.’ The words repeat over and over along her skin. Ben shudders. So, this is what Khan meant by ‘unusual’.

Even without seeing the victim’s face, it’s obvious that she is young. A teenager, probably no older than Ellie. Her hands are unlined, pink glitter varnish daubed onto fingernails, a silver pendant – half a heart – hanging limp on a chain around her neck. It’s the sort of necklace he knows comes in two halves, a pendant to split with a best friend or a boyfriend. Somewhere, someone has the matching piece.

The ache in his chest swells. This girl has taken care with her appearance, excited about her Saturday night. Preparations for a party or a date. Too young. Far too young to be lying here alone in the woods.

‘You ever seen anything like this before?’ Khan asks, crouching beside him. ‘The words on her skin… the mask… the pose.’

Ben shakes his head.

Khan indicates red scratch marks on the girl’s arms and a mottled bruise on her jaw. ‘Looks like she put up quite a fight.’

‘The mask isn’t attached, look.’ Ben points to the elastic dangling loose either side. ‘It’s laid over her face.’

‘What are you thinking? Halloween night. Some dark occult shit?’ Khan glances up at the tower above, the opening set high into the stone wall.

A light breeze skims the ground, rustling the dry leaves at their feet. Strands of the girl’s hair lift then resettle on her shoulders. Ben frowns, trying to find a word circling in his mind. ‘Reverence,’ he says, the word dropping into his mind like a coin in a slot machine.

‘What?’

‘The way she’s been laid here suggests… I don’t know… a sort of care or artistry. They’ve taken their time. The words. The mask. They have to mean something. We need to work out what.’

Khan calls out to one of the officers nearby. ‘Have you found anything yet? A bag? A phone? Anything to tell us who she is?’

‘Nothing yet, Chief.’

Khan frowns. ‘Name one teenager you know who goes anywhere without their phone?’

Silverton, having wrapped up her briefing, strides towards them. ‘We’re ready to set up the tent.’

Khan nods. ‘Be my guest.’

Ben stands back to allow the technicians to move in, watching as the metal frame and white canvas walls are erected like a shroud around the girl’s body, as they swab and scrape and photograph. He notes their professionalism, their care. Another form of reverence, he thinks. As they prepare to lift the mask from the girl’s face, he takes a step closer, his breath tight in his chest.

‘Careful,’ says Silverton, overseeing the technician using a long pair of tweezers to lift the feathered object.

Ben notes the shake in the man’s hand as he peels the bird mask away to reveal the face beneath – only it’s no longer a face, not really. Half the skull is a mess of bloody pulp and bone.

‘Oh, Jesus,’ says Khan, turning away.

Silverton throws them a grim look. ‘Identification could take longer than we thought.’ She nods at the high stone walls of the folly looming beyond the tent opening. ‘It’s a long way down.’

‘She fell? Jumped?’ Ben already knows the answer. Nobody jumps forty feet off a tower and lands like this, neatly arranged on the ground. His eyes drift over the words daubed on the girl’s skin. ‘PUNISH’. The scenarios in his mind make him shudder again.

Khan clears his throat. ‘I want a full grid search of the area,’ he says. ‘From the woodland car park up to the folly, and all the way down the other side where the woods meet the road. I want anything out of place marked. And let’s get a technician up there.’ He jerks his head at the tower.

‘What about all the splinter routes and trails zig-zagging through the woods?’ asks Ben. ‘There must be a dozen at least.’

‘We’ve got our work cut out, that’s for sure. We’ll have to move fast. It’s going to be impossible to restrict the area. As soon as word gets out about the body, we’ll be overrun with journos and wannabe Miss Marples. We’ve got a jump on them, but not for long. One sniff and they’ll be all over this like flies on the proverbial. I want to know who was in the quarry last night, who was at the party. The school’s close by – could she be a student?’

Ben nods, his gaze drifting from the victim’s damaged face to focus on other details. The girl’s freshly washed hair. Her glitter nail varnish. The gleaming silver pendant at her throat. He imagines a bedroom, one with make-up spilling over a dressing table, a jewellery box left open, discarded clothes and peeling posters, a bed, currently empty where a warm body should be. It is not any teenager’s bedroom he is imagining, he realises, but Ellie’s, back in their old home, the one he used to share with Rachel.

‘We need a victim ID. We need it fast.’

Someone somewhere will be missing this girl. Hopefully it won’t be too long before it’s called in.






CHAPTER 5

Sunday, 10.45am

Philippa Easton stands in the bay window of the drawing room sipping espresso from a small earthenware cup. From her position she can see across the formal gardens, all the way to the paddock beyond where the horses gallop and buck, tossing their heads, feathered manes streaming in the breeze. The sight of their joyful cantering brings a hollow ache to her chest, a heavy longing. It’s a strange sort of day, the wind up, agitating and bristling, creating a momentum she’s not ready for. The pills she took last night linger in her veins. She’s waiting for that first kick of caffeine to hit her system and drag her into the day.

She checks her Rolex and sees it’s almost eleven. Time slides away so quickly these days. Christopher was up and about early, as usual, but the girls shouldn’t lounge about in bed all morning. They should try to make something of the day. With a sigh, she rests her cup in its saucer and makes for the winding staircase.

Upstairs, her daughter’s bedroom door is firmly shut. Philippa knocks softly and waits before opening it a crack. ‘Olivia,’ she calls, her voice cajoling. ‘It’s time to wake up.’

The room is dark and silent, a heavy stillness hanging in the air. The smallest chink of light falls from a gap between the heavy velvet curtains. She steps inside. ‘Olivia,’ she says again, ‘it’s nearly eleven.’

She skirts the detritus scattered across the floorboards, navigating shadowy piles of books and clothes and a school rucksack spilling its contents onto a sheepskin rug. As she draws closer, she lets out a sharp breath. Her daughter’s bed is empty.

She blinks in the dim light and takes another step forward. Panic seizes in her chest, but no. She’s there, her slim body is pressed up against the wall, tucked into the bedsheets, barely visible but for one tell-tale foot poking from beneath the covers. ‘Olivia,’ she says, relief making her voice loud. ‘It’s time to wake up.’

The covers shift. A groan rises from the bed.

‘How was the party?’ Philippa walks to the window and pulls back the curtains, allowing bright daylight into the room.

Olivia’s incoherent grumbling increases in volume.

‘I didn’t hear you come home. Just before midnight, your father said.’

Her daughter’s wan face emerges from the covers. She rubs her eyes as Philippa picks up a discarded tulle skirt lying in a puddle at her feet and folds it neatly. ‘You really should tidy your clothes away,’ she says. ‘You have such lovely things.’ She presses the light fabric to her face, inhaling the scent of something cloying and musky, then wrinkles her nose. ‘Have you been smoking?’

‘No one smokes these days, Mum. We vape.’ Olivia squints at the window then rolls away onto her side.

Philippa sniffs the skirt again and pulls a face. ‘This definitely smells of smoke.’

‘There was a bonfire.’ Olivia reaches for her phone on the bedside table. The screen casts her narrow face in blue light.

‘I hope you haven’t forgotten you girls promised to come into Bath with me? Sarah should call her mother before we go. Diana says she’s not heard from her all week.’

When Olivia doesn’t answer, Philippa fills the silence. ‘Shall I wake her, or do you want to?’

For a moment, it looks as though Olivia might slide back beneath the covers, but then she pushes herself up, swinging her bare legs out from beneath the duvet. ‘I’ll go.’

‘Good. I’ll make tea and toast.’ She throws her daughter a knowing look. ‘It’ll help with your hangovers.’

Philippa is pouring boiling water into a pot of tea leaves when Olivia appears in the kitchen, still in her short nightshirt, her long blonde hair falling from the messy knot piled on her head. ‘What is it?’ she asks, the half-smile on her face faltering at her daughter’s expression. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘It’s Sarah,’ says Olivia, a tremor in her voice. She wraps one long, bare leg around the other, lifts the necklace hanging at her throat to her lips. ‘She’s not there.’

Philippa frowns. ‘What do you mean, “not there”?’

‘I mean, she’s not in her bed.’

Philippa stares at her daughter, trying to make sense of the words. ‘Well, where is she?’

Olivia shakes her head. ‘I don’t know. The bed… it doesn’t look as if it’s been slept in.’

‘What? Not at all?’ Philippa feels a prickle of unease pierce through the soft haze of her mind and travel as a shiver down her neck. ‘But she came back with you last night. She must be here somewhere.’

Olivia’s gaze drops to the floor. ‘Not… exactly.’

Philippa places the teapot back on the countertop, the prickling sensation moving down her spine. ‘What do you mean, “not exactly”? Are you saying Sarah didn’t come home with you?’

Olivia eyes her mother, then shakes her head, her face beginning to crumple.

‘You need to tell me what happened last night. Do you hear?’ She moves across the room and seizes her daughter’s arm. ‘Tell me right now.’






CHAPTER 6

Sunday, 11am

Ellie is burrowed deep in the bed, her limbs tangling in the covers as she flips the pillow, seeking the cooler side to press against her too-hot face. There’s a drum beating in her head and her tongue lolls like the stinking inner sole of one of her school trainers. Traces of the night before ooze from every pore.

Opening one eye, she sees her clothes – denim cut-offs, ripped black tights and her favourite grey hoodie – lying in a crumpled heap on the floorboards of Jasmine’s shared dorm room. A rust-brown stain arcs across the front of the hoodie, a mess she’s pretty sure isn’t going to wash out. She swallows. She doesn’t want to think about that right now. She doesn’t want to think about anything to do with last night.

Across the room, Jasmine lies in an identical single bed snoring beneath a duvet covered in small yellow daisies; one slender, brown arm flung above her head, her mouth gaping wide. An old iron radiator clanks and groans in the corner.

Rolling onto her back, Ellie can just make out the posters tacked to the wall beside her, the smiling, sparkly-eyed faces of pop stars grinning back at her. They’re not Jasmine’s posters. Jasmine wouldn’t be seen dead with Harry Styles or Ed Sheeran over her bed. These belong to Zara, Jasmine’s roommate, helpfully away on a weekend home visit. On Jasmine’s side it’s all Greenpeace, Extinction Rebellion and Bob Marley. Much better.

Squeezing her eyes shut to block out the white-veneered smiles beaming down at her, Ellie burrows back beneath the covers. She wants sleep, craves the blessed absence of being, but sleep won’t come. Not now. Not now she is remembering. There’s the drink, the sweet-sour taste of it lingering at the back of her throat. The flames leaping against the dark night. The scratch of branches. The taunts and the jibes, words stinging like hot metal sparks. White fabric twisting and tearing in her hands, warm blood gushing over her fingers.

Sweat prickles on her skin as the awful fragments wheel through her mind.

What has she done?

She could burn her clothes. Drop them into an oil drum, soak them with petrol and set fire to them in a flaming roar. Just walk away without a backward glance like you see actors do in the movies. But where do you find an oil drum and a spare jerry can of petrol? They aren’t exactly the sort of thing you find lying around at a school like Folly View.

Outside the window, two girls walk by, their voices bouncing cheerfully off the stone walls. There’s a high giggle, followed moments later by the sound of running footsteps. The scent of fried eggs carries on the air. Soon the chapel bell will ring, beckoning the boarders to Sunday worship. Ellie’s stomach flips. There’s going to be no sleeping this off. She’ll be stuck with her hangover and the sour taste of self-loathing all day. And the consequences of what she did last night? They could last a lifetime. A surge of bile floods up her throat.

Ellie should learn to control her impulses.

Ellie needs to practise self-restraint.

Ellie should think before she acts.

Words from past school reports float through her mind. Act first, think later – it’s always been her problem. ‘You get your red hair from your mother, but you get your fiery spirit from me,’ her dad had told her once, ruffling her hair, Ellie leaning into his hand like a cat. ‘Passionate. Impetuous. It’s a good trait… sometimes,’ he’d added, with a grin.

He hadn’t been quite so enthusiastic when her passionate spirit had seen her bunk off school to join the oil protest sit-in on the motorway into Bristol, or when she’d been caught scrawling graffiti on a fast-food chain’s posters in town. She’d been given a three-day exclusion from school, an official warning from Mrs Crowe and a stern talking-to by her parents, both of them all sad, soft eyes and cloying disappointment.

But all of that was nothing compared to last night. Last night, she’d gone too far.

You’re fucked, Ellie Chase.

Ellie’s heart thumps painfully in her chest, her throat closing. She’d lost complete control. Frightened herself. What she’d done was unforgivable – and this time it could cost her everything.

Surrendering to full consciousness, she reaches for her phone. There’s a message from her mum, a text full of obvious false cheer about the weekend with her dad. A pang of guilt rises but she shoves it away. She wouldn’t have had to lie if her parents hadn’t stuffed everything up. She could handle the fact they didn’t want to be married anymore. What she couldn’t handle was having every aspect of her life micro-managed, being shuttled between them like a six-year-old. It was bad enough that she had her mother hovering over her at school all week. She didn’t want them squabbling over her at weekends, too. She was seventeen. It wasn’t right that they dictated how she spent her free time.

Ellie ignores the message from her mum and switches instead to Snapchat, scrolling through stories of Halloween selfies, impressive carved pumpkins with leering, toothy smiles, a three-second video of Jasmine with her tongue rammed down a boy’s throat, arms snaked around his neck, Danny and Saul posing in front of a bonfire, grinning as they flash the hang-loose gesture, a bottle of vodka passing between hands. Another shaky video follows, the screen mostly black, the thump of electronic music playing from a speaker, before the camera swerves to a crackle of flames. A sour taste fills Ellie’s mouth. She wants to drop her phone, but she can’t tear her eyes from the screen. ‘Sally,’ she hears, the name like a taunt. ‘Saaaally!’ There’s a flash of trees and white fabric, a glimpse of blonde hair and a close-up of a wide, straight-toothed smile. A scuffling noise ensues and the camera veers chaotically before it cuts.

She could carry on, torment herself with her doom scrolling and see what else has made it onto the feed, but the fragments she’s replayed are enough to tell her she doesn’t want to see anymore. At least this time tomorrow the stories will have disappeared, automatically deleted by Snapchat’s servers. She jumps instead to her private texts.

Hey, where’d you go? You ok?

[image: Emoji: Skull.]

Last night was MESSED UP.

Damn girl. You were on a mission.

[image: Emoji: Fire.] [image: Emoji: Smiling face with horns.]

She swipes the app closed. There’s dirt on her hands and something reddish-brown lodged beneath her nails. The sight of it brings another violent wave of nausea. She pushes the covers away and staggers to the window, wrestling with the catch on the old sash before wrenching it up, cold air rushing over her skin. She breathes deeply. Behind the identical residential block on the opposite side of the quad, she sees the wooded hills rising in the distance. Somewhere, right at the top, stands the folly. Ellie closes her eyes and takes another deep breath. Fuck.

Bedsprings creak on the other side of the room. ‘Hey,’ Jasmine groans. ‘What time is it?’

Ellie swallows bile. ‘Gone eleven.’

‘Shit. I’ll be late for worship. What are you doing at the window? It’s freezing.’ She throws a dramatic hand to her forehead. ‘My head’s banging.’

‘Mine, too.’

‘What even happened to you last night? Do you remember getting back here?’

‘Not really.’

‘You were lucky I heard you. If Matron had caught you outside… she’d probably been at the gin again.’ Jasmine wrestles herself up onto an elbow with another laboured groan. Her head scarf has slipped, releasing a rogue braid. ‘So, where’d you go last night?’

Ellie closes her eyes, but it’s as if the bone-white trees and the stone tower are painted on the inside of her eyelids. ‘I just walked it off. Went round and round in circles, I think. What time did I turn up here?’

Jasmine shrugs. ‘No idea. I was wasted.’

‘I owe you one.’

‘Yeah.’ Jasmine grins. ‘You do.’

Ellie turns back to Jasmine. ‘I do remember one thing.’

‘What’s that?’

‘You and Saul.’

Jasmine’s brown eyes go wide. She makes a gagging sound then hides her face behind her pillow. ‘Saul. Gross.’

‘That’s not what you said last night.’

‘Beer goggles.’

‘Did you two…’ Ellie throws her a meaningful look.

Jasmine nods, a sheepish smile creeping over her face.

Ellie thinks for a moment. ‘Do you reckon Danny’s OK?’

Jasmine raises an eyebrow and Ellie blushes but doesn’t look away, tries to style it out.

‘He’ll be fine,’ says Jas. ‘It was time he woke up to that girl. Do you think she’s all right? I mean… Connor. Really? Even Olivia looked pissed about that. No wonder she left early.’

Ellie doesn’t want to think about that. She doesn’t want to think about any of it. ‘No one can let on I was there,’ she says. ‘I’ll get in so much shit.’

Jasmine nods. ‘Don’t worry. We’ve got you. Everyone knows to keep quiet.’

‘I hope so.’ Ellie angles her face back to the cool air drifting through the open window. The sun is climbing over the wooded slopes, the hills looming over the campus, a hard shoulder butting up against the school. She can’t help shivering. ‘I’ve got a really bad feeling.’

‘That’s your hangover.’

‘Is it OK if I lie low here a bit longer? Clear my head. I can’t face Mum yet.’

‘Where does she think you are?’

‘Still with Dad.’

‘Well, that’s something. You’re lucky,’ sighs Jasmine. ‘Divorced parents are so much easier to play. Not like in this prison.’

‘Hmm,’ says Ellie, but as she reaches for her clothes and wrestles one leg into her ripped tights, she knows she isn’t lucky. In fact, staring at her grimy hands and her ruined clothes, she feels certain that any luck she might’ve had has just run out.






CHAPTER 7

Sunday, 1pm

Rachel is sitting at the kitchen table wrestling with a PowerPoint presentation on her laptop, when she hears the soft click of the front door. ‘Ellie?’ she calls. ‘Is that you?’

‘Yeah.’

Just one word, but from its flat delivery she knows that Ellie has returned tired and cranky, in one of her especially tricky moods.

Rachel has spent the morning working on a student presentation about the dangers of recreational drugs. Given a recent overdose incident at the local high school across town, it had seemed pertinent to move the topic as a priority into the term’s personal health programme. She’d argued to Margaret Crowe that it would be naïve to assume the prestige of Folly View College was in any way a shield for their students. If it was happening at the local secondary school, then it was almost certainly happening at Folly View, too.

She slides her laptop across the table to join a plate of discarded sandwich crusts. ‘You’re earlier than I expected,’ she calls. ‘Dad got called into work?’ Her question is met by silence, so she tries again. ‘I didn’t hear a car. Did Chrissie drop you back?’

Ellie acknowledges the question with an indecipherable murmur that is neither ‘yes’ or ‘no’.

Rachel has only met Chrissie once, during an awkward doorstep exchange she’d insisted on, knowing that Ellie would be spending time with the woman at her home. She’d seemed perfectly nice, if a little nervous to be standing face-to-face with Ben’s ex. Younger than her by a good few years. Blonde curls and a pretty face, with immaculate eyebrows and bright red lipstick, the sight of which had made Rachel feel frumpy and dishevelled. An office administrator from Bath, Ben had told her. She’s desperate to know what Ellie makes of her and can’t help a small, uncharitable flutter of pleasure that she’s chosen to return home early – to her – rather than hang out with Chrissie in her neat new build on the other side of town.

Still, it hardly fills her with joy to think of Chrissie dropping Ellie home, hovering outside in her car, scoping out the cottage. The place was lovely in the warmer months, the tiny front garden blossoming with roses and a scrambling clematis that shrouded the peeling paint and flaking window frames. But come late autumn, the cottage grew decidedly gloomy, the woods crowding oppressively close, as if they would reach out and one day entirely swallow the stone building from view. Inside, it was draughty and lacking insulation, with old iron radiators that never quite seemed to warm up and a temperamental hearth where the fire would smoke and spit, whenever she could be bothered to light one. Still, of the staff members who lived on campus, she knew she was one of the luckier ones. Some resident teachers lived in flats attached to the boarders’ dormitories. At least out here on the fringes they were afforded a little more privacy. If Chrissie wants to judge their living arrangements, she can’t exactly stop her.

Hearing Ellie’s footsteps creaking towards the stairs, Rachel calls out again, ‘Wait, I want to talk to you.’

There’s a pointed sigh before her daughter’s ashen face peers round the door, violet shadows and yesterday’s eye make-up still smeared beneath her green eyes, her short red hair springing up in its usual wild nest. ‘What?’

Breathe, Rachel warns herself. She doesn’t want to start with an argument, not when Ellie’s just walked in the door. This is an adjustment for them all. She fixes a smile to her face. ‘So? How was it?’

‘Fine.’

‘Come in here. I missed you.’

She sees Ellie’s eye-roll as she emerges from behind the door. ‘Your hoodie’s on inside out. You must be tired. Late night?’

Ellie doesn’t reply.

‘So…’ she says, hating the false note of cheer in her voice, ‘what did you guys get up to?’

‘Nothing much.’

Rachel purses her lips. ‘I know you’re annoyed about missing the party, but it was important you spend time with your dad.’

‘I know. Is that all?’

Rachel’s about to wave her away when a distinct scent carries across the room. She sniffs pointedly. ‘You smell of smoke.’

‘Chill out, Mum. It’s charcoal. Dad bought a pizza oven. He was cooking in the garden last night.’

‘Oh. Nice. And it was OK? You’re OK?’ Rachel eyes Ellie. Something isn’t right. She can feel it. Ellie is avoiding her gaze, shifting uncomfortably by the door, a look in her eyes. Guilt. Fear. She can’t tell. ‘Ellie, if there’s something you want to talk—’

‘Is this about the baby?’

Rachel frowns, thinking she’s misheard. ‘Baby?’

‘Because if it is, I’m totally fine with it. You don’t have to do one of your “therapy” numbers on me.’
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