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			Ruth

			3 June

			I’ve always thought the mountain near Braeside looks like a slumbering guardian – lying on its side, sleeping with one eye open. All it takes is an event like this, and the mountain becomes something else entirely. Unfamiliar. Dangerous. A place where your luck can suddenly run out. 

			I’ve parked my patrol car on the edge of the forest track. Summer arrived a few days ago in full bloom. Insects hum in the air and the fields rolling out in front of me are all saturated colours, the stormy greys and ruddy tones of south-west Scotland replaced by verdant green. It’s early but I unzip my light jacket. Already the heat is picking up. 

			They should be here soon. 

			Just then I hear the sound of tyres crunching over gravel. I turn around to see an emergency services vehicle ploughing down the forest lane towards me. I step out of the car and wait while the search and rescue team park their Isuzu nearby. Three volunteers climb out. Instantly I recognise Raymond. He has the wiry body of a greyhound and leathery skin thanks to years spent on the hills. He is 52 but as he comes over to greet me, I’m reminded he has the clear eyes of someone ten years younger – made more dramatic by his large, scruffy grey eyebrows. 

			‘So we think she came this way?’ he says. 

			‘This would be the most obvious path for her to follow,’ I reply. 

			

			The footpath ahead curves round the Devil’s Hand, named after its five mountains. Tod Fell is the tallest. I look up at the jagged summit, where layers of rock are packed in tightly like books in a bookcase. Streams of water glitter between the dark folds of the mountain. 

			It looks deceptively close from here, as if you could reach the top in no time. But I know from years of experience that it’s four hours there at a good pace. Not that it’ll be me going up today. 

			Mountain Rescue is made up of highly experienced walkers like Raymond. The middle of the night or New Year’s Day, if a call comes in, they have to answer it. None of them get paid. They answer a couple of dozen call-outs a year. Almost everyone is found safe and well. 

			A group of volunteers came out to search the area last night with a dog unit after Lily’s family reported her missing. Finding nothing, they’d gone home this morning to rest. Now Raymond’s team is stepping in. 

			‘You say she left her family a note?’ he asks. 

			‘Yes.’

			‘But it didn’t say what exact route she was taking?’

			‘Afraid not.’

			Raymond lays his OS map flat on the bonnet of my car and marks ‘X’ at this point, then the local youth hostel, and begins silently tracing possible walking routes. Once he’s done, he lifts his head and surveys the hills, squinting in the morning sun.

			‘It’s a big area we’re searching here, Ruth. About eight hundred square kilometres. We sent her a link but she still hasn’t clicked it.’ 

			Mountain Rescue uses the SARLOC system to text a link to a missing person’s phone. If they click the link, Mountain Rescue receives the handset’s location data. 

			‘No one’s heard from her. Phone must be dead,’ I reply. Trying to reassure him, I add: ‘She should know the area pretty well. The family were up on holiday. But Lily had been staying here by herself for a few months before that.’ 

			

			I know exactly what Raymond will say before he says it: ‘Anyone can have a problem up here.’ 

			And he’s right. The Devil’s Hand range is modest by mountaineering standards. But all it takes is one wrong turn, low cloud, an edge you didn’t see, and the situation can turn fatal. 

			He says: ‘Look, the conditions are as good as they could be. We’ve got clear skies. No rain. Other walkers out roaming around. Fingers crossed we can find her before nightfall. If she’s run into trouble, let’s hope she’s got some shelter and water.’ 

			As he’s speaking, a pair of orange pinpricks emerge from the forest ahead. 

			‘I’m worried about a different kind of trouble,’ I mutter. 

			Two walkers with brightly coloured backpacks are beginning their long ascent up the mountain. Even from here I can tell they are men. Clearly they have only just started walking. They could not possibly be involved. But even so, I feel my throat tighten as I picture Lily setting off with her backpack on and her long red hair flowing out behind her, totally alone but for the odd stranger who passes by. 
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			The local YMCA is tucked away at the bottom of a hill, surrounded by a cluster of trees. It is nine in the morning and the air is so fresh it stings my face as I climb up the steps towards the front door. A guest is lacing up their boots outside.

			Once inside, I follow the sound of laughter and clinking cutlery through to the dining area, where about a dozen guests are eating breakfast on stainless steel tables. One side of the room is lined with vats where baked beans and greasy hash browns glow underneath heat lamps. Silence falls as one by one the guests notice me standing in the doorway.

			The hostel manager who’s welcomed us says: ‘Sorry to interrupt your breakfast, everyone. If you could please just give a few minutes of your time to Inspector Lindsey, she has something she needs to talk to you about.’ 

			I step forward. ‘Good morning. You may already be aware, but a woman has gone missing in the area. At the moment we don’t have reason to think it’s suspicious. But I would still encourage you all to exercise caution when walking in the hills. Stick in small groups.’ 

			The guests are mostly young apart from a group of men in their fifties. One woman who must be in her early twenties is watching me with wide eyes. 

			I circle the room handing out fliers. ‘Lily is twenty-four with red hair. She was last seen yesterday. We think she was walking along the Devil’s Hand.’ 

			Each guest takes a moment to study the photo of Lily’s face before passing it on. 

			

			I continue: ‘If anyone’s seen her, or someone acting suspiciously, please contact the number at the bottom of this page.’ 

			I can study the faces of the guests for any flicker of recognition. All I get are blank stares. But then one girl starts whispering urgently to her friend, who takes the flier out of her hand and peers closely at it. They are nodding now. My heart races as the girl looks up and her eyes find mine.

			‘We saw her,’ she says. 

			‘Do you remember when?’

			The women search each other’s faces, trying to remember. ‘Yesterday. Maybe half past eight in the morning? We went to Braeside to get snacks for our walk. We were heading to Spar and she went past us in the street, walking in the opposite direction. She looked like she was going hiking. She had her backpack on.’  

			‘Was she with anyone?’

			They shake their heads. 

			I drive back down into the valley. I still know the route to Braeside by a series of landmarks, embedded in my brain from years driving here to visit my parents. First there is a silvery glimpse of the sea, assuming the day is clear enough. Then the three hawthorn trees bent out of shape by the wind, frozen mid-dance. After that a small stone bridge. A field by the coast filled with weather-beaten sheep. For a moment the world looks completely open and green. And then the conifer forest begins. You plunge into the darkness, trees flying past, knowing that any moment you will emerge at the top of a hill. And then Braeside appears, rolling out beneath you, and towering in the distance, the mountain, Tod Fell. 

			I never thought I’d come back. Growing up here as a child, I would lie on the floor of my bedroom, looking up at the ingrained wallpaper on the ceiling, listening to the rooks squabble in the trees outside, and think Braeside was the most boring place on earth. I regularly fantasised about escaping. The land here stretches so far into the distance that I thought I could walk and just carry on walking until I stumbled across an undiscovered world. In my imagination, the neighbouring towns and villages were bustling cities waiting for me to arrive so I could start my real life. 

			

			I moved to Glasgow as soon as I could. For over a decade I worked there on the Major Investigations Team. I thought that would be my whole career. I could not have foreseen the chain of events that blew me back here, now aged 46. But I think the truth is that Braeside has always been in my blood – the hills, the wind, the sea. 

			History tells me that Lily will be found and safe and well in a matter of hours. And yet I can’t get rid of the knot in my stomach. When did I last see her? Slowly, it comes to me. Saturday, two days ago. I’d been driving up the hill towards the town centre when she came striding up on my right. She’d been in Braeside for a couple of months at this point. But I still hadn’t gotten used to the sight of this beautiful young thing strutting around town, her hair falling in an auburn wave down her back. She stood out like a sore thumb – all tatty East London elegance, long slip dresses with heavy boots and big earrings. 

			This is the kind of town where everyone knows everything about each other. I know the daughter of my neighbour two doors down recently got a promotion at an accountancy firm in Edinburgh. I know David who runs the corner shop never got over his wife shagging his friend in school even though it was years before they got together. You do anything here, and within 24 hours, everyone will know about it. But Lily – Lily is a blind spot. Her family turns up once or twice a year to stay in their holiday home. Despite owning a restaurant on the outskirts of town called The Lighthouse, they seem to have little role in actually running it. They’ve never integrated into the community. Lily at least tried. As a youngster she made friends with a few locals but how many did she keep in touch with? Did she go out with anyone here? Piss anyone off? I have no clue. And that scares me. 

			

			The high street, abandoned in winter, comes alive in summer. It’s quiet now but give it another hour and it will fill up with tourists. Families heading for the beach, young men looking unprepared for a day’s hiking, seasoned elders up for the eight-hour loop around the Devil’s Hand. Most of them finish their trek with a pint in the Nag’s Head. Seeing my tattered outdoor wear, and guessing I’m a local, they’ll tell me how lucky I am and how much they want to live in Braeside. Spend the winter here, I always tell them. If you can put up with the long nights, the bitter cold and the days of constant rain, then you’re ready to call this place home.

			I find Georgia Reid in the Nag’s Head, wiping down tables. Her dad owns the place. The moment I come through the door, she straightens up, staring at me with her owlish eyes. 

			‘Have you seen anything?’ she says. 

			‘Not yet. But Mountain Rescue is up there now. Do you want to chat outside?’ 

			There is a narrow, concrete outdoor space behind the pub for the bins, where the kitchen staff come out for a smoke. Two upside-down metal buckets serve as makeshift seats. They look extremely uncomfortable so I opt for standing while Georgia sits herself down. 

			A shaft of sunlight finds its way down to us, making Georgia squint. ‘I thought maybe she’d contact us this morning, but—’ she holds out her phone with a look of despair ‘—still nothing.’ 

			‘When did you last hear from her?’

			‘She messaged me yesterday morning.’ 

			

			She opens her phone and passes it over to me. The first thing I see are Georgia’s most recent missed calls to Lily. I scroll up through the WhatsApp conversation. One message stands out, interrupting the otherwise pleasant dialogue between the two women. 

			For the first time in a long time, I feel free

			What do you mean? You okay? Haha

			Hey your mum says you aren’t home, everything all right?

			Missed call

			Are you okay? Sorry, apparently you’re not back when you said you’d be and me and your family are worried. Call me when you get this

			Missed call 

			The text – ‘I feel free’ – had been sent at 11 o’clock in the morning, probably shortly after she began her walk. As far as I know it might be the last message Lily sent to anyone. 

			‘Does she normally talk like that?’ I ask. 

			‘No. It’s really out of character.’ 

			‘In what way?’ 

			‘She wouldn’t send something like that that’s just going to make me worry without explaining what she means. I honestly thought she’d sent it to the wrong person. Or someone else had sent it.’

			‘Someone else?’

			‘I don’t know. I just mean it’s not like her.’

			‘Who else does Lily hang out with when she’s up here?’ 

			‘Only me and Harris. And he hasn’t seen her either.’ 

			‘When did you last see her?’

			

			‘About two weeks ago. But we spoke on the phone more recently.’

			‘Did she tell you about this walk?’ 

			‘Not this one exactly. But she goes on walks by herself all the time. I sometimes offer to go with her but she says no because she knows I hate walking, she’d just be dragging me along.’ She squeezes her eyes shut and wipes the side of her face in distress. ‘So stupid. I should never have let her go by herself.’ 

			‘Don’t be silly. She’s probably gotten lost up there. In which case, Mountain Rescue know those hills like the back of their hand. They’ll find her. How many times have you seen Lily since she came up here?’

			‘Pretty regularly over the last few months.’

			‘Did she seem okay to you?’ 

			‘She’d been struggling for a while. She told me she felt anxious. She wasn’t sleeping well. She was sort of manic sometimes when she was talking to me.’

			‘How do you mean?’

			‘Fixating on things. Ranting about them.’

			‘What things?’

			‘The things that normally annoy her, like family stuff. Her parents being difficult.’

			I nod. The Howards aren’t the most harmonious bunch. In a rare sighting last week, I spotted Lily and her mum in the local café having a lunch that looked deeply unpleasant. Lily had rolled her eyes while Vanessa complained about the food. Then Lily had started rolling a cigarette, at which point Vanessa had retreated into an icy silence for the remainder of the meal. 

			I frown. ‘Is that why she came to Braeside by herself for a couple of months before her parents joined? Because of family trouble?’

			‘Not necessarily. She just wanted a break. This is her sanctuary. She told me: “It doesn’t make things better. But it’s a way of pressing pause on everything else. It’s a time out.” The sea’s always going to be here. The woods. The hills. Me. I’m always still here.’ She shrugs awkwardly. ‘Doing the same thing.’ 

			

			I resist the urge to roll my eyes. Georgia is 24, like Lily, but her lack of confidence makes her seem younger. That’s what living here in your twenties will do to you, if you ask me. A long bus and a train ride away from the nearest club, never far from the watchful gaze of your parents, with fuck all jobs, young people stay young for too long. 

			They’d met when they were teenagers, on a week-long sailing course. Lily was on the course; Georgia was working in the sailing centre’s kitchen. They had always struck me as an unlikely pair. But I think they each had something the other wanted. Lily must have offered Georgia a window into a more glamorous world, whereas Georgia must have made this quiet town feel like home.

			‘It’s a big house, did she not want someone staying with her?’ 

			‘Looking back, I don’t know if it was the best idea. She said she was fine on her own but I’m not so sure she was.’ She continues: ‘I guess she came up and felt she could forget about everything else for a while. She wasn’t content.’ She sniffs. ‘I feel like in your twenties this huge divide opens up between you and other people, you know? Suddenly some friends have everything sorted out. They’re already living the lives they’re going to be living for the next ten, fifteen, twenty years. And some of us are still scraping by, trying to work things out. That’s how she felt. She travelled to Southeast Asia last year. Then she started teaching. It was a horrible school, really stressful. So she decided to take a break. Focus on her art. She was thinking about doing a masters. International relations. But I don’t think she really wanted to do that. I think that’s what she felt she should be doing. Something worthy. What her family wanted. I was trying to convince her to do her own thing. Maybe give teaching another go. Prioritise her art. She’s really talented. I think she came up here for some peace and quiet. But I don’t think it helped. I’m worried it made things worse, being up here alone.’

			

			‘Has she ever done anything like this before? Gone off on her own without contacting anyone?’

			She shakes her head. ‘Never. She’s usually good at replying as well. Posts on social media a lot. But she hasn’t been active since she sent me that message. Well, apart from this. Around the same time.’ 

			She shows me her phone again. Lily had posted a story that morning, at around the same time she texted Georgia. The first video is of rolling fields, crayon-green in the June sunshine, with cows grazing in the distance. The only thing disturbing the tranquil scene is the distorted sound of the wind crackling through the speakers. The second clip shows the tops of the conifers sliding past on either side as she walks through forestry. 

			Watching these clips feels eerie. I think of the stars. How the light takes thousands of years to reach us – so long that by the time we’re looking at them we’re staring into the past. 

			‘Georgia, do you think there’s any chance Lily would hurt herself?’

			Georgia flinches. ‘I don’t think so. I really don’t think so. That message she sent… I don’t know what it means.’ 

			‘Okay. Was she seeing anyone?’

			Georgia shakes her head. 

			I place my hand on her shoulder. ‘People get lost on those hills more often than you’d think. And she’s smart. She’ll know what to do.’ 

			I try to sound reassuring. But inside my heart is pounding. As soon as Lily was reported missing, a unit tried to contact her. They hadn’t got through so instead they’d sent her a text: Hello, it’s the police. Please can you call us on the number below quoting incident number 48204. We have concerns for your welfare. Still nothing. We assumed her phone had died on the mountain. But now I’ve seen this text to Georgia – now I’m not so sure. 

			

			I check my phone once I’m back in the car. The day’s running out and still nothing from Mountain Rescue. I open my car window and outside I can hear the gentle rattle of dried leaves blowing across the tarmac. I use my radio to contact the control room. 

			‘Ruth,’ says the sergeant on the other end. ‘Please tell me you have good news for me.’

			‘No sign of her yet,’ I reply. ‘Listen, I think we need to review the level of risk. I’ve just heard from a friend of Lily’s called Georgia Reid that she was struggling with anxiety. She also sent a strange text to Georgia yesterday morning. Something about being free. I want to escalate this and record her as a high-risk misper. I also want a telecoms search for her mobile phone and her call data.’

			‘Got it.’

			‘Any update on your end?’

			‘Officers are going door-to-door now, seeing if there’ve been any sightings and doing CCTV checks. Have you spoken to the family yet?’

			‘Going there now.’ 
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			The Shorehouse sits right by the bay, at the end of a private road. 

			Rumour has it that Vanessa bought the place after taking an Ancestry DNA test and discovering she was ten per cent Scottish. Probably bullshit – but it has a ring of truth. 

			Martyn lets me in. Lily’s father is a stocky man in his sixties, recently retired. He made his money as the financial director of a recruitment firm in London. Usually he has a healthy golden complexion, topped up by frequent holidays abroad, but today he looks grey in the face. 

			I’ve never been inside the house before. After the family moved in, it was featured in some interior design magazine, where Vanessa described her decorating style as ‘Scandi-Scot’. When I read that, it made me throw up in my mouth a little bit. But now, standing in the five-bedroom property, I can see what she meant. If a Swedish filmmaker were searching for a lair for their Scottish villain, this is probably the setting they would pick. The main living space is sparsely decorated with a vaulted ceiling, resembling a church hall. Sheepskins lie over a huge cream sofa which faces a marble fireplace. I groan inwardly at the sight of a pair of brass stags sparring on the mantelpiece. 

			I can’t deny, though, that they’ve chosen a good spot. Large windows overlook their small private beach. The sea is a sheet of brilliant silver against the reddish-brown hills on the other side of the bay. 

			‘Is Vanessa back yet?’ I ask. 

			

			‘Still out looking, but she’s on her way. Toby as well.’

			Toby is Lily’s older (much less agreeable) brother. 

			‘So you haven’t seen Lily since the night before last?’ I ask. 

			‘No. She didn’t say anything about going on a walk. We woke up and she’d left a note. It said she’d be back by 5 o’clock yesterday evening.’ He rubs his eyes. ‘Then 5 o’clock came and went. She wasn’t answering her phone. We must have called the police at about 10.’ 

			‘Have you noticed if anything’s missing from the house?’

			‘She took her backpack and a water bottle. That’s all I can work out. Her laptop’s still here.’ 

			‘Mind if I see Lily’s room?’

			‘Of course,’ he says. 

			We climb up the stairs and into Lily’s room. With a shallow ceiling and the walls painted crimson, it is a comforting, almost womb-like space. She must have stayed here only a few weeks at a time over the years but she has slowly made the room her own, covering the walls in photos, art prints, album covers. Paramore next to Talking Heads. A childhood drawing next to a painting of the sea. You can see the passing years, the different versions of her, like rings in the trunk of a tree. 

			Unlike the rest of the house, Lily’s room is a tip. Clothes are heaped on a chair in the corner and the desk is strewn with artworks at varying stages of completion. I pull on a pair of disposable gloves before sifting through a pile of papers that are stiffened with watercolour paint. Mainly landscapes. Georgia isn’t just being kind to her friend. She’s definitely talented. I recognise the distinctive outline of Sunkhead Bay. No paintings of hell, no drawings of creepy stalkers. There’s not much in here that gives away what her state of mind was like at the time. But there are diaries and notepads everywhere, which could prove helpful. 

			I start opening drawers, finding a packet of prescription medication. Melatonin, reads the label. 

			

			‘Was Lily struggling with her sleep, do you know?’ I ask Martyn. 

			He peers into the drawer. ‘Maybe she mentioned sleeping badly once or twice. Is that…’ He squints. ‘Is that medication?’ 

			‘You don’t by any chance know if there are any drugs missing here? If she could have taken any with her?’ 

			‘I had no idea she was taking that.’

			It doesn’t surprise me that Lily might have withheld this information from her parents. I can imagine Martyn and Vanessa telling her to keep a stiff upper lip rather than go to the doctor.

			I shut the drawer and scan the rest of the room, feeling my frustration rise. Of all the ones to go missing, why did it have to be her? I should be bringing years of experience and gossip and instead I feel like I’m starting from scratch, feeling in the dark for a sense of who she is. 

			And that’s when I hear the front door slam shut.

			The sound echoes up the staircase, making Martyn and I immediately lock eyes. A second passes and Martyn shoots out, with me following him down the stairs, hoping, praying, that a red-haired woman might be standing in the doorway.

			I re-enter the living room, and my heart tightens. 

			Lily’s mother Vanessa is standing there with her eyes popping out of her face, looking like she’s about to kill me. 
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			Even if they were both right in front of you, you wouldn’t know Vanessa and Lily were mother and daughter. While Vanessa keeps her hair immaculately coloured and blow-dried, Lily lets hers grow long and tangled. While Vanessa wears gold jewellery and cashmere cardigans, Lily drapes herself in charity-shop finds.

			But today Vanessa is dressed for searching the hills. She wears expensive-looking leggings and a cotton t-shirt, her hair tied back, forehead beaded with sweat. A pair of women’s Hunter wellies sit on the porch outside. 

			‘Have you seen her?’ she demands. Her eyes are wide with desperation. 

			‘Mountain Rescue’s searching for her now.’ I reply. ‘They’ll let us know as soon as they see or hear anything.’ 

			‘Mountain Rescue isn’t enough. You need to look at criminals in the area. Sex offenders.’

			I already know what’s coming. No matter what I say, from Vanessa’s perspective, this is completely my fault. 

			‘We’re looking at all possibilities, but the information we have so far suggests she may be lost or injured in the mountains.’ 

			Without acknowledging her husband, Vanessa shrieks: ‘She wouldn’t just stop replying to messages and calls like this. I know my daughter. That isn’t something she’d do.’ 

			‘I’m sure you need to rest. But I do want to get as much information as I can from you about Lily and where she might be. Do you have any security cameras?’ 

			

			Vanessa sits down on the cream sofa, holding her head in her hands. ‘No,’ she replies. 

			‘She was here by herself for two months. And then you both came up last week, with your son, is that right?’ 

			‘That’s right.’ 

			‘Did she seem okay? Was she struggling with any mental health problems that you were aware of?’

			Martyn and Vanessa shake their heads with bemusement. I’m feeling more inclined to believe Georgia’s account on this one. 

			‘And you say she’s never done anything like this before? Gone for a walk without answering her phone.’

			I know some people who do that. Turn off their devices so they can immerse themselves more fully in nature. 

			‘She’s not an idiot,’ snaps Vanessa. 

			‘Had she experienced any threatening behaviour, anything like that?’ 

			Vanessa looks at me with vicious hatred. 

			‘I told you,’ she says. ‘The hares.’ 

			Ah yes. I had almost forgotten. The fucking hares. 

			I still remember the first time Vanessa summoned me to the Shorehouse and took me to the edge of her sprawling garden where a stiff-legged hare lay stretched like a ribbon in the grass, its burst and flattened stomach writhing with maggots. 

			I hadn’t taken it seriously. I told her it wasn’t a police matter and she should dispose of the animal herself. The hare had been run over. So I thought maybe an animal had taken it here, got spooked, and left it behind. Or that someone had chucked it thoughtlessly over the wall to get it off the road. 

			But then the bodies kept coming. Always hares and rabbits. One after the other, every time the Howards stayed up for more than a few days. 

			And these ones hadn’t been run over. These had been shot. Right through the lungs. By someone who knew what they were doing with a rifle. Hares are a protected species. So I’d left the case with the Wildlife Crime Liaison Officer. As far as I know, since then they’ve made fuck all progress. 

			

			‘I don’t think that has anything to do with Lily going missing.’ 

			‘How can you say that? It was a threat! A threat to my family. And you ignored it.’

			‘We didn’t ignore—’

			‘Last week! Last week was the most recent one, wasn’t it, Martyn? Someone’s got her. I just know. In my gut. Oh God.’ She clutches her stomach and looks at me. ‘Your – your colleagues asked me to send a photo. Do you know what it’s like having to look through photos of your child and – and choose one for a post saying, “Have you seen this person?” How do you choose a photo like that?’ 

			I have never in my life felt sorry for Vanessa but my heart feels like it’s swelling up in my chest. ‘We’re going to put absolutely everything into finding Lily.’ 

			‘You don’t understand, that’s your problem.’

			‘Vanessa, I do under—’

			‘How are you the best person to find her? When you couldn’t even look after—’ 

			She stops and her mouth falls open in shock at the thing she almost said, didn’t quite say but might as well have done. 

			It’s like I’ve missed a step going downstairs. A space opens up beneath me. I realise I can’t control the next thing that comes out of my mouth so I grit my teeth and look at the floor.

			Vanessa says tentatively: ‘Ruth – I wasn’t thinking—’ 

			I start zipping up my jacket. My fingers are trembling and the zip keeps getting caught. I hope Vanessa can’t see but I know she can. ‘I’ll give you a call as soon as I have an update,’ I manage. 

			She’s being a bitch because she’s scared, I tell myself, as I head out, close the heavy door behind me and step out onto the flagstone porch. But then I think: no, she’s always been like this. The sky is darkening and scrappy clouds are moving in, casting shadows on the cows in the distant fields. And I can’t believe this is happening and I never do this and I can’t believe I’m doing this – because of Vanessa, fucking Vanessa – but even though it’s been years since I’ve cried the urge has hit me out of nowhere and I have to stop halfway down the path to breathe deeply and collect myself. The wind stirs the trees, blowing strands of hair into my face. 

			

			It’s been a long time since I was this relieved to come home. My feet are heavy as I traipse up the road towards my place, a detached cottage on the edge of town, a ten-minute walk from the centre. 

			I call Raymond as I’m coming up the garden path. They haven’t found anything. They’ll keep searching into the night. I saw it coming but there’s still an ache in my chest as I wish him good luck and turn my keys in the door. 

			My house looks like it belongs to someone a million years old, owing to the antique furniture I’ve inherited from my mother and the frilled green curtains left behind by the previous owners. But I can’t be arsed to change anything. And I think it has its own charm, with its low ceilings and small doors and uneven flooring. Kirsty texts, asking if she can pick anything up. You still haven’t eaten?! I reply. 

			All good, wanted to wait for you, she texts back. 

			I feel guilty about that. I have sausages and tinned tomatoes; I’ll make something quick, pasta. 

			It was good of Kirsty to suggest coming over. Before she gets here I take a few moments lying flat on the sofa. I’m so exhausted I could fall asleep right now. Douglas slinks into the room and gives my hand an exploratory sniff before jumping up on top of me and curling up on my stomach. 

			

			After dinner Kirsty and I drink tea in the garden. The temperature’s dropped so we’ve taken the blankets off the sofa and laid them over our laps like a couple of old ladies. 

			‘It’s possible she wasn’t as fast as she thought she’d be or got injured and camped somewhere for the night,’ says Kirsty.

			‘There’s no camping stuff missing from the Howards’,’ I reply.

			‘There are a couple of abandoned farm buildings around there though.’ 

			The last of the daylight is disappearing behind the mountain. I watch it, sipping my tea. It will be cold up there at this time. And dark; pitch-black. The once-comforting mountain now feels like it’s mocking me. She’s mine now. Come and find her. 

			I think about what Georgia said. This is her sanctuary. I guess she came up and felt she could forget about everything else for a while. I get that. I’ve always felt like Braeside has its own time zone. It’s easy to forget about the rest of the world while you’re here. Had Lily come to this town to escape something? And found she couldn’t get away from it, even here?

			‘When did she last go over to yours?’ I ask. 

			Lily has been tutoring Kirsty’s 14-year-old son Archie lately. 

			‘The day before yesterday,’ Kirsty replies. ‘She seemed fine to me.’ 

			‘Did you get to know her much?’ 

			Kirsty shakes her head. ‘Never that well. She seems like a lovely girl, though. She’s good with Archie, which is saying something. And she’s always seemed very sweet with Georgia and Harris.’ 

			In my head, they are still teenagers. I remember years ago seeing the three of them trying to start a barbecue on the beach when Kirsty and I were sunbathing. Swimsuit-clad, they had battled to get a light going in the sea breeze, attempting to shield the flame with their beach towels. They were that age when everything they did seemed ridiculous and nothing they said made any sense – lost in a world of their own, with a long summer ahead of them. 

			

			‘Something changed between those three, though,’ she says. ‘I’ve seen them around a lot this summer, but something’s different. They’re less silly. I thought they were just growing up, growing apart. But now I’m not so sure.’

			I take a sip of tea. ‘Vanessa’s house is something else.’

			‘I saw the photos from the magazine shoot.’ 

			‘I half-expected bagpipes to start playing as soon as I walked in. I feel like if you were going to sacrifice a local child, that’s where you’d do it.’

			To my disappointment Kirsty doesn’t laugh. Or play along, like she usually would. She stares down the bottom of the garden with a grimace. 

			‘What?’ I say.

			‘Nothing, just… her daughter’s missing, right? Maybe lay off.’ 

			‘Yeah, and I care about the daughter. I don’t need to care about Vanessa.’ 

			‘Are you all right? You must be tired.’ 

			I don’t have to tell her. I could take the easy way out of this conversation. Agree that I’m shattered after a hard day. 

			But hiding things from Kirsty never has been an option for me. 

			I force the words out. ‘She said something about Molly.’

			‘Who did?’ 

			‘Vanessa. Well, she almost did. She said, “Are you really the best person to look after…” and then she shut up. But it was obvious what she was going to say.’ 

			I glance sideways at her. The horror in Kirsty’s face is too much to bear and it makes me look back into the garden again. 

			‘That bitch,’ she says decisively. 

			‘This was my thought exactly,’ I mumble, and take another sip of tea. 

			I listen to the squeak of Kirsty shifting in her seat. ‘Prick.’ 

			‘I know.’

			‘Does she even know the whole story? Does she know what she’s talking about?’ 

			

			‘Probably not. Not even sure how she found out, given no one here speaks to her.’ 

			‘Don’t listen to her. You’re the absolute best person to find Lily. She’s lucky you’re here.’ She picks up her tea cup and reaches for mine. ‘I’ll do some washing up.’ 

			‘No, don’t.’ 

			‘No, you’ve had a big day and you’ve cooked for me. I insist.’ 

			She disappears into the house, leaving me in the garden, watching the mountain. 

			When I met Connor for the first time, I knew it was him. I was only 19 but a part of my soul nodded in recognition – yes, this is what he looks like, this is always and only ever what he could have looked like. And when Molly was born, only four years on (early, much earlier than I’d planned, but I got pregnant by accident and couldn’t bring myself to end it), my soul nodded again – yes, this is her, it was only ever her. 

			I keep a photo from that time in the drawer of my bedside table. We’d come up to visit my parents in Braeside. In the photo, we are mid-hike. Connor is wearing shorts and his strong legs are streaked with mud. Molly is strapped to his front, her tiny face mushed against his chest, fast asleep. There is so much lightness in my expression. 

			I keep this one physical photo in my bedside table because I worry one day I’ll need to remember what they looked like. But I hardly ever take it out. I find seeing all that carefree joy very difficult now. 

			A cool wind enters the garden. It sweeps through the oak tree in slow motion, so the air is filled with the sound of rustling leaves and the earthy, broken smell of the nearby wood. Douglas creeps over to gently nudge my hand with his wet nose, and I stroke his soft head, reassuring us both. 

			Part of me thinks: This is exactly what you came here to get away from. 

			

			I shake myself and push the thought down. 
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			Police Scotland

			Missing Persons

			Searches are continuing in South West Scotland for missing woman Lily Howard.

			The 24-year-old was last seen at around 8:30 a.m. on 2 June in the town of Braeside. She had told her family she would be hiking in a group of hills called the Devil’s Hand in the Southern Uplands.

			A major search operation involving assistance from specialist support units including the Police Scotland helicopter, dog unit, dive unit and Mountain Rescue was subsequently launched. 

			Police are urging anyone with information or dashcam footage to come forward as officers continue work to identify her movements.

			

			She is originally from London and is described as 5ft 6ins tall and of slim build with long red hair. When last seen, she was wearing a green top and black leggings.
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			Reddit 

			r/LilyHoward 

			Anyone know anything about this case? 

			Not much detail, I wonder if there were suspicious circumstances 

			I really hope she is found soon

			Bring Lily home

			The Devil’s Hand, not looking good with a name like that lads

			Her mum has posted on FB saying Lily’s phone is off. Obviously it could have run out of battery but it seems unlikely an experienced hiker – as it seems she is based on her IG – would leave the house with a phone on low battery or without a battery pack. Doesn’t feel right.

			Her poor parents, my heart is with the family

			Very small town. Population 500. 

			Popular with walkers though. 
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			Mia

			4 June

			My make-up feels like it’s melting underneath the light. 

			The interviewer leans forward in his seat. ‘Do you need me to repeat the question?’ 

			For the past thirty minutes he’s been trying to make me feel it’s just us two. But it’s impossible to ignore the cameraman looming in one corner of the room and his assistant adjusting the light in the other. Twice, a runner has had to jump in with a small brush and powder my perspiring forehead.

			‘Yes, please,’ I reply. 

			This is not what I expected. I’d thought taking part in this documentary would be no different from filming in my room. But now that I’m here, in this obscure studio in Hackney, I realise this isn’t true. I have no idea what I look like, and it makes me worry constantly what my face is doing, which makes talking even harder. 

			I’m used to having full control over my image. Normally, I have two purple lights in the far corners of the room and an LED ring light around the camera to even out any blemishes. My followers often comment that it’s very slick and professional, so I’d asked the production team if they could recreate the aesthetic. But the producer had said it wouldn’t match the look of the other interviews. 

			‘Let me rephrase that one,’ says the interviewer, also the director of the documentary. ‘You obviously have a much bigger platform since the Hayley Pieterson case. Do you think it’s a positive thing for the outcome of investigations that some internet sleuths like yourselves now command so much influence?’ 

			

			Okay, that’s an easy one. 

			‘My follower count went up from about five thousand to fifty thousand after this case. I think it can only be a good thing if sleuths – if that’s what you want to call us – have more visibility because it means the case gets more publicity. The more people engage, the more information you have to work with. So with this case, yes I narrowed down a list of suspects from social media, but it was only because followers sent in photos they’d taken or found online that I was able to show the killer had lied about their alibi.’ 

			‘But it’s usually the residents of the town or the real people involved who pay the price for that publicity, isn’t it? What are your thoughts on that?’

			The light burns out of the corner of my eye. I glance briefly in its direction, where the camera assistant is watching from the darkness. 

			I swallow. ‘If a lot of people arrive in your town to take photos, but the crime gets solved, I don’t know, I’d say that’s a fair price to pay.’ 

			There is a long pause. What if am being set up? What if that response is all they show? What if they cut out all my well-researched answers?

			‘Do you think Hayley Pieterson’s family would agree with you there?’ he asks. 

			The lights seem to glow even brighter. I blink rapidly. It feels like something is caught in my eye.

			‘It was awful what happened to them,’ I reply. ‘But if that case hadn’t gone viral, it would still be unsolved today. Hayley’s family still wouldn’t know who killed her.’ 

			The director gives me a weak smile, signalling he’s asked all he wanted to ask. 

			‘So what’s the next case?’ he says.

			

			I smile back. ‘We’ll see.’ 

			I leave the Tube station and walk to my flat feeling overdressed. Londoners spill out of pubs and onto the pavement, drinking lager out of plastic cups, gaudily dressed for birthdays and budget weddings. 

			So what’s the next case? I look down at my sandals on the scorching concrete. I wish I knew. I feel like I’ve been waiting months now for the right thing to come along. 

			The make-up artist did a great job. I’d hate to waste this look. Taking a shortcut through the park, I film myself strutting down the path and combing my hair with one hand. Summer vibes, I write. Then I post. For a few moments I stare at my screen, transfixed. No one is reacting. Why is no one reacting? But then the likes start to trickle in. My heart rate slows to a steady pace. 

			I head up to my shared flat. To my relief, it’s silent and none of the lights are on. No one is home. 

			I live with two other girls. But really I live alone. We’ve become highly skilled in the art of avoiding each other. Even though their everyday rituals are the soundtrack to my day – the 28-year-old divorcee paces when she’s stressed, the homesick graduate calls her mum every night – we lead separate lives, cooking at different times to dodge conversations over the limited kitchen space. It’s possible to go a whole week without seeing each other, except for when someone has to venture into the main hallway and bundle their dirty clothes into the washing machine. 

			I learnt when I was younger that women don’t understand me. At school I longed for the sisterly relationships others formed. I wanted one of the popular girls to take me under her wing. I wanted to dress up together before we went out, do each other’s hair and make-up, watch movies until midnight, or whatever it was those girls were doing when they posted selfies together on Facebook from their bedrooms. But I know now that’s not for me. I think differently. I’m too little and too much all at once. Out-of-time. Out of sync with the seasons. Out of rhythm with the rest of the world.

			

			As soon as I get inside I let my bag drop to the floor. Dry heat from the city presses in
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