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            Chapter One

          

          MELINDA

        

      

    

    
      She’s been having the funeral fantasies again.

      The ones where she swaps the Canderel for ricin or Novichok or some other deathly poison that she dreams of buying on the dark web.

      She tells me, in hushed whispers, that a friend says there are hit men available. It’s never going to happen, of course. She’s far too anxious to go poking around the murkier side of the internet. This will end up like all the others – in a messy divorce with an obscenely huge payout. Enough to cover the housekeeper, the nanny, the Botox, the fillers, the Prada. She’ll get the house anyway.

      And that’s when the rot really sets in. Soon it’s daily trips to the hairdresser, to me – here in the nail salon – and slipping a vodka into the Evian to fill the gaping vacuum. I’ve seen it all a thousand times before.

      But Soozie hasn’t hit the divorce courts yet. She’s still officially in the ‘making a go of it’ stage, even though she loathes her husband, Simon – forties, blondish hair, works out, pretty handsome as far as City bankers go – who has been having pretty wild sex with a brunette twenty-something for the last year and a half.

      Soozie doesn’t know that. But I do. I know all about their lives. Not just what they tell me.

      Day after day, I listen to their stories as I file, paint, polish. I’m their confessor. I know everything. Just the occasional, sympathetic ‘oh’ is enough to unleash another torrent. And today, Soozie is on a real roll.

      ‘It’s just so unfair,’ she wails. ‘This dinner party has been arranged for weeks. Now he’s saying the firm needs him in Manchester overnight. Overnight! On a Saturday. So I’ll have to host it on my own.’

      I make a sad face. If only she’d seen what I have. Simon in the back of his car, the brunette astride him, pumping up and down, pink flesh pressing against the damp glass. Not to mention their twice-weekly trysts they used to have at his secret second home – a secluded mock-Georgian mansion, Riverdell, on the nearby, private Crown Estate. The estate where Soozie longed to live, but Simon insisted they couldn’t quite afford.

      Soozie gazes down at her blue nails. ‘He doesn’t give a flying fuck about me.’ We both know the Manchester trip is a lie.

      But listening to her isn’t enough. My clients keep coming back because they genuinely believe I’m their friend. Their closest friend, I’ve been called.

      I can’t do without them. It’s not just the money. I feed off their lives, their emotions. Their pain is my drug. Their joy, too. I soak it up, letting it run through my veins, feeling every betrayal, every divorce, every new baby, every school exam, every failed university application, every elderly parent whose mind is being eaten away by dementia. They rarely ask much about me. I like that. And I do have a soft spot for a few of them. Especially Soozie.

      ‘Well, we’ll have to make sure this is the most fabulous dinner party ever, honey,’ I say brightly. ‘What’s on the menu?’

      ‘Black cod.’ She’s not cooking it, of course. Some Nobu-trained chef is doing the catering. ‘And there’s a vegan.’ She spits the word out. Soozie briefly embraced the whole clean-eating fad, before the lure of a steak and garlic butter became too much. ‘I mean, honestly. I’m putting up with all this from the girls too. They won’t touch dairy. As if life isn’t complicated enough.’

      It’s the first time today that she’s mentioned the twins. Both are complete teenage brats. Simon adores them and they know it. I’ve seen them climb into his Range Rover, all waist-length blonde hair, pink lipstick, tiny waists, fake tan and heels, and he drives off like he’s won the lottery. And poor, irrelevant Soozie, with her creases and pot belly that no amount of sit-ups seem to shift, and the ever-present glass of wine, is yesterday’s news.

      She wasn’t always like this. When she first came to the nail salon, five years ago, she was full of joy. Talking about how giving up her career in celebrity PR to be a full-time mum was the best move she’d ever made. How looking after the girls was the best job in the world (even if, as far as I could see, all she did was tell other people what to do). I didn’t follow her then. Her story was too familiar, too commonplace. I didn’t feel that connection. But when the twins started coming in, that’s when I knew she’d be on my list. And Simon too.

      It’s always been my tactic – become their confidant, and then casually suggest other family members might like a session. Soozie came with the girls at first. But soon they were coming on their own, and that’s when I began to breathe in their stories like a rush of terrible oxygen.

      Her nails are dry, and Soozie’s in no rush to go. But I’ve had my fill for the day. Even though I’m not on the guest list, I’ve got a dinner party to look forward to.
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      The reflection in the bathroom mirror needed attention. Her face was fine. He was always careful about that. But as Detective Chief Inspector Sue Fisher let her silk robe fall gently below her shoulders, the livid bruising on the tops of her arms glared back, daring her to expose it to the world. She ran her fingertips over the marks where his fat, thick fingers had been, holding her, shaking her, and for a moment she was back in the living room, his voice distant and hollow as he ranted and seethed. Sue couldn’t even remember what the latest tirade had been about. Spending too much time on jobs with her colleague Mike was usually behind it.

      There was a little arnica cream left in the tube and she smoothed it over her shoulders, trying not to wince. Sunlight streamed in through the bathroom window, and her phone said it would be thirty degrees today. Even the water in the cold tap was warm. This summer had been the hottest on record so far, and to Sue’s horror it showed no signs of abating. It was easy to cover up at work; people expected a shirt and jacket, but on her days off it was harder to explain a long-sleeved T-shirt when everyone else was sun-worshipping in strappy tops.

      He was still asleep in bed. He’d be sorry, of course, there would be texts, tears, flowers and the broken-record promise to stop drinking. Keen not to wake him, she tiptoed around the bedroom, dressing as silently as possible, hoping that their son Tom hadn’t heard the row. Being fourteen, he spent most of his time zoned out with headphones, oblivious to everything going on in the world.

      On the way to work, Sue cranked up the car stereo, shouting out the words to ‘Mr Brightside’ as she screamed into a void.
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        * * *

      

      The office was unusually quiet for a Tuesday morning. Mike, her deputy, was late as usual, but Sue didn’t care. Tipping some of the murky brown liquid from the communal coffee machine into a cracked green mug, she was still logging on to her computer when the boss, Chief Constable Steve Biller, strode in.

      ‘Missing person,’ he said, throwing the file onto her desk. ‘Reported early hours of this morning. Another underage runaway. Check it out, Sue. Rich kid. Probably putting on her parts when daddy wouldn’t pay for a limo. Went AWOL once before and turned up like the proverbial bad penny having stayed the night in a Travelodge. Last seen 7am Monday. It’s been twenty-four hours, so…’

      ‘I’ll get straight on it, sir.’

      Sue picked up the thin file. A girl’s face stared back at her, the full Instagram experience. Big hair, pout, green eyes, flawless – and obviously photoshopped – skin, looking far older than fifteen.

      ‘I miss the days when kids looked like kids.’ She sighed as Mike quietly slid into the seat opposite, his hungover eyes shaded by dark glasses. ‘Good night? Twelve pints and a curry?’

      Mike shook his head. ‘Wine,’ he said weakly. ‘It’s the Devil’s work.’

      ‘Oh, the date! I forgot. How was she? Anything like the photo?’

      ‘No. And nothing like her description, either. I tell you, Sue, you’re so lucky to have Rob. This online dating lark is a nightmare. I had to drink two bottles just to get through the evening.’

      ‘How did you end it?’

      ‘At Wimbledon tube. Thanked her for a lovely evening and said I’d be in touch. She wants me to go horse riding. In Richmond Park.’

      Sue looked up from the file and grinned. ‘Why not? Beats staying in watching EastEnders. You should give it a go.’

      ‘And she’s got kids. Three of them. All under ten. Two different fathers. Didn’t mention that in her bio. Too much baggage. Anyway, who’s this then?’

      ‘Anna Littlejohn-Eaves. Fifteen. Lives in Kingston. The very posh bit. Tillingham Estate. Last seen yesterday morning. They’ve tried the local hospitals.’

      ‘History?’

      ‘Done it before, a year ago. Went out partying, stayed in a Travelodge with a mate, then rang Mummy at 7am to go and pick them up, completely unaware of the fracas she had caused.’

      Sue took a slurp of coffee. ‘Come on. We’d better go and see the parents.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            Chapter Three

          

          MELINDA

        

      

    

    
      He’s never been to the salon. Doesn’t even know it exists. But the twins have put me on to Daniel. Soozie’s twins. Sky and Star. The fifteen-year-old brats – with the ridiculous names and more spending money in their Prada bags than I’ll ever have in a lifetime – waft in just as Soozie’s leaving. She’s popped in for me to touch up one of her nails. And a chat. They’ve been in the coffee shop opposite. Sky still has the remnants of a soya caffè latte on her top lip.

      ‘Do you girls want me to wait?’ ventures Soozie hopefully. ‘I could give you a lift?’

      ‘I told you, Mum, we’re going shopping,’ snaps Sky, rolling her eyes. ‘We’ll get an Uber.’

      Soozie looks deflated. ‘OK, well don’t be out late. I’ll see you at home.’

      I watch as she closes the door behind her. She hesitates for a moment, her fingers resting on the handle as if she’s coming back in, then walks down the street towards the car park. Sky stifles a giggle. Poor Soozie. The girls are just cruel to her. And she knows it.

      They don’t glimpse the disappointment in my eyes. To them, I’m just ‘staff’, in the same invisible category as their housekeeper, the chef, their personal trainer – but they can’t resist showing off when a captive audience of one is present.

      ‘I met Daniel online,’ brags Sky, as I begin removing the immaculate gold nail polish I applied three days ago. ‘He’s taking me out in London this afternoon. Told me to meet him in Leicester Square. Three o’clock. By the Tube.’

      Soozie clearly doesn’t know. It’s a Monday in August, the school holidays, and she rarely had any idea what they were up to until she checked their pouting Instagram feeds.

      ‘What’s he like, this Daniel?’ I ask.

      ‘Probably a paedo,’ Star says sulkily.

      ‘He’s not,’ snaps Sky. ‘You’re just jealous. I’ve seen pictures of him. He’s nineteen. A YouTuber.’

      There is time. I have two clients booked for the afternoon whose stories have long gone cold. I can easily cancel. And to hell with any walk-ins. Daniel is worth a follow. Soozie won’t be winning Mother of the Year any time soon, but at least I can keep an eye on Sky for her. Strip away the nails, the makeup, and she’s just an insecure little girl. Fragile. I remember how that felt at fifteen.

      The girls flounce out, Star with purple nails, Sky with bright red. I flip the sign on the door to ‘closed’ and pull down the blind.

      My salon is on a Surrey high street, Cobshott to be precise, where bankers’ and footballers’ wives, plus a handful of top ‘creatives’ – whatever the hell they are – dominate the handful of council tenants yet to be squeezed out. Vast, sterile mansion new-builds rise up from the ashes of old cottages. This is a land of triple garages and bifold doors, of interior designers and Range Rovers, of a quest for perfection and inner pain the like of which I never saw back home in Great Yarmouth.

      There aren’t many of us who make it out of the seaside town. The singer who did the jungle and the M&S ads, whatshername – Myleene Klass, I just googled it – maybe a few others. I never fitted in there. But here, in Cobshott, they love me.

      My clapped-out mini is parked around the corner. I can’t afford to live here, of course. Renting the tiny salon costs a small fortune, though I did a good cash deal with the owner. But image is everything. Reality is a bedsit twenty minutes’ drive away, in Surbiton, the heart of suburbia. They’d never believe it, my clients. One room, with an overflowing wardrobe and a tiny TV. A sink in the corner. A dingy grey bathroom with damp, threadbare towels piled up, shared with five others. Mice in the kitchen and a solidified KFC bargain bucket, left on the table by two of the Kingston University students a couple of days ago. It’s the closest place I can afford to Cobshott, near enough for me to have an easy, cheap commute, and right by the fast train to London. To my sanctuary. Where I can be me.

      I find a space in the street nearby, lock the Mini carefully and walk up the weed-strewn front path. It’s an old Victorian terrace, and I’m in the basement. The only blessing is there’s no damp. Down the stairs, key in the lock, and I’m in. Now, what to wear?

      My wigs live on a long shelf above the dressing table. I have everything – curly blonde, red bob, hipster, even clip-on man bun. Today I’m going for the shoulder-length brunette. First, some foundation. The cream darkens my skin tone and I set it with powder. Draw on my eyebrows and lighten my lids with MAC shadow in Nylon. Pale lips. Jeans, a baggy blue top, padding to make me more portly, and a thin baggy jacket. Trainers. Nothing too noticeable. I need to disappear into the Leicester Square crowd.

      The train is half-empty. I take a window seat and gaze out as summer flashes by. Semi-detached houses quickly give way to terraces, then tower blocks. Run-down, brick council flats jostle with the steel and glass outline of new London. The Shard appears, reflecting sunlight against a crisp blue sky. Down the Tube, where tourists puzzle over the coloured train arteries connecting London, and parents are inflicting the horrors of a commute on half-terming kids. It’s hot, too hot, and I spill out into Charing Cross road, with its familiar smell of urine-dried pavements and diesel fumes.

      Outside the Hippodrome Casino seems a good place to wait. I lounge against the wall and scroll through my phone, furtively glancing round at potential Daniels. There’s a nervous young lad in a baseball cap, clutching a cheap bouquet of wilting roses in plastic wrap. A handsome but slightly shifty-looking guy in his mid-forties, wearing a suit and a coat with the collar up, despite the stifling heat of the day. The lad meets his equally-terrified-looking date, and they disappear into Burger King. Classy. Two-thirty. Three o’clock. Then four. The shifty-looking guy has gone, replaced by irritating, fat American tourists loudly asking where they can find Lie-cester Square.

      I’m starting to worry a little now. London is no place for a fifteen-year-old, especially one who thinks she’s streetwise. I check Sky’s Instagram, wishing I’d thought of it earlier. There’s a shot of her and Star in their Cobshott pool, posted half an hour ago, all smiles, drinking cocktails on a giant inflatable unicorn and hashtagged ‘summerdaze’. The shadows show it’s late afternoon. And there, right there, are the freshly painted, bright-red nails with the two diamantés. She’s home, and she’s safe.

      For a moment, I’m relieved, but then anger begins to boil in the pit of my stomach. She’s lied to me. She’s made me feel like a fool. I’m here, sweating, tense, wasting my time trying to look out for her when she hasn’t even left the house. She’s invented Daniel to wind up Star, and I’ve fallen for it.

      I’m heading back to the Tube, furious and fed up, when I spot her in an alleyway. A newbie. Couldn’t be more than sixteen. Long, carefully curled chestnut hair, ironed clothes, clutching a small rucksack but with a harrowed, fearful look in her eyes that spice, heroin or any other street drug has yet to numb. Sky might not need my help, but this young girl does. And she needs it now. Maybe this afternoon won’t be a waste of time after all.

      ‘You OK?’ I say gently, crouching down beside her.

      She shakes her head, but her green, desperate eyes meet mine. There’s an asthma inhaler in her hand and she’s wheezing.

      ‘It’s all right, honey,’ I add. ‘I’m Sally. I help out with London’s homeless. Haven’t seen you around before.’

      ‘Just arrived,’ she says, in a soft voice, politely taking my hand and shaking it. Well-mannered. I like that. ‘First time. I’m… Karen.’

      I gesture to a homeless man on the pavement, frozen, zombie-like, in the foetal position, his filthy, shoeless feet and stinking clothes resting on a urine-soaked newspaper. ‘You’ve got to be careful on the streets, Karen. He’s on spice. That’s what it does to you. And there’re a lot of dealers ready to push you into it. For free. At first.’

      She agrees to a coffee in a nearby Soho cafe, one I know has no CCTV, where sweet, kindly Sally listens to her life story. From Margate in Kent. Absent father. An alcoholic mother who starts the day with a vodka. Severely asthmatic. Scars she hates from surgery to her belly when she was a baby. A second coffee, this time with a veggie ‘bacon’ sandwich. And cake. Soft Victoria sponge, with jam and cream, just the sort a loving parent would bake. She’s fifteen, she’s started talking and now she can’t stop. Tears, pain, sexual abuse, it all tumbles out. I hug her, feeling her pain, more alive than I’ve been for months. I’ve been wanting another lost soul to help, to join my family. And Karen is perfect.

      My long wig is itching, my makeup sweaty, the padding is making me overheat, and the anticipation makes me feel like I’m about to burst. But outwardly, I’m just sweet, calm Sally, the one person in London that Karen can trust. At last her words begin to dry up, her throat thick, and she gazes out at the warm drizzle now conveniently coating the shiny London streets.

      ‘Weather’s taking a turn,’ I say softly. ‘We really do need to sort you out a bed for tonight. It’s too dangerous on the streets. Drugs, rape, even murder. And the hostels aren’t any better. That’s why people choose to sleep out here. They think it’s safer.’ My voice drops to a whisper. ‘But it isn’t.’

      She clutches her rucksack to her chest like a teddy bear and puffs at her inhaler.

      I sigh deeply. ‘Look, I don’t normally do this, but why don’t you come and stay at my place? There’s plenty of space and you can have your own room. We’ve chatted for so long, I trust you, and it’s getting late. Tomorrow morning we can phone round to find you somewhere permanent. And a job, with training. A new start.’

      Karen hesitates, but only briefly. On the pavement outside, a frozen spice addict suddenly stirs, and soils himself.

      Her gaze flicks back to mine. ‘Are you sure?’ she says. ‘I won’t be any trouble.’

      ‘Of course.’ I smile. ‘It’s a bit of a walk, as it’s on the other side of town, but we can chat on the way to Waterloo. Then just a little train ride. Much nicer than the Tube.’

      We leave the coffee shop, squeezing through the hordes of people spilling out of pubs onto Soho’s warm streets, down to Trafalgar Square, and I point out where she’ll be able to see the giant Christmas tree in a few months’ time. Over the busy Hungerford footbridge, where the City skyline glitters in the failing light, towards home. The drizzle has stopped, and the summer sunset bathes London in gold, the colour Karen had always dreamed it would be.
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      Sue swung the car out of Kingston police station’s car park, joining the queue of traffic heading into the town centre. The seat belt pressed uncomfortably on her shoulder, sending spikes of pain shooting across her chest and down her arm.

      ‘You OK?’ Mike asked, as she involuntarily winced.

      ‘Yeah. Just an old shoulder injury. From badminton. Plays up sometimes.’

      They spent the rest of the journey in comfortable silence, Mike nursing his hangover and Sue silently hating herself for putting up with Rob. He’d never threatened Tom, or been anything but the doting dad in public, though distant in private. Sue knew that if he laid a finger on him, she’d walk out for good. Everyone loved Rob. He was handsome, charming, with a quick wit – the perfect party guest. Successful too, running his own locksmith business and giving up his Wednesday nights and Sunday mornings to coach kids’ rugby. She’d met him eighteen years ago, when she locked herself out of her flat, and fell in love instantly. No one else ever saw his dark side.

      ‘Turn left here, boss. This is it.’

      Mike’s voice snapped her back into work mode. She swung the car into the private Tillingham Estate on the outskirts of Kingston-upon-Thames, where open white gates marked the entrance to a world of huge gravel driveways, upmarket new-builds and ubiquitous bifold doors.

      The girl’s home was classic new money; a double-fronted mock-Georgian affair with a triple garage and self-contained flat above. A squad car was parked out front, and the front door wide open.

      ‘Thank God you’re here,’ snapped a painfully thin woman standing in the doorway, framed by two ornamental bay trees in oversized blue pots. Her streaked-blonde hair was pulled back into a ponytail, her face barely moved with Botox and she was dressed in the new-money uniform of Lululemon gym kit. ‘I’m Zoe Littlejohn, Anna’s mum. She’s been gone for a whole day and you’re not doing anything about it.’

      ‘DCI Sue Fisher,’ Sue said formally, shaking her hand. ‘I assure you we’re doing all we can to find Anna. Can we go inside and talk?’

      Zoe led them through a wide, cream-tiled hallway into the kitchen, a hangar-like, sterile space where she perched on a bar stool at the central island, her fingers wrapped around a pink mug. Apart from a couple of framed photos on a shelf, the place reminded Sue of a show home, with none of the unopened post, unwashed coffee cups and piles of paperwork that littered her own kitchen. But behind her superior demeanour, Zoe’s eyes were so filled with pain that Sue found herself softening slightly.

      ‘I know you’ve explained it to the uniformed officers,’ Sue said gently. ‘But if you could take us through everything, step by step, that would be really helpful. When did you last see Anna?’

      ‘Yesterday morning. Monday. About 7am. I didn’t see her, but I heard her go downstairs. Paul – her stepdad – was leaving for work and said she told him she was going to meet friends in Kingston after breakfast.’

      ‘How did she seem?’

      ‘He said she was fine. Just Anna. You know teenagers, they don’t say much.’

      ‘Had there been any arguments?’

      ‘No.’ The word came out a little too forcefully for Sue’s liking. ‘None at all.’

      ‘And who else is in the household?’

      ‘There’s just the three of us. Anna’s an only child. I’ve called all of her friends and no one has heard from her.’

      ‘Where were you when she left?

      ‘I was still in bed. Stayed there most of the day. I-I wasn’t feeling well. Had drinks with friends the night before. So I didn’t hear her leave. Paul had already gone to work.’

      ‘What about staff?’

      ‘We have a live-out housekeeper, Zelda. I can give you her number. She does everything.’

      Sue picked up one of the framed photos. It showed Zoe and Paul standing either side of a slightly younger Anna, their arms around her.

      ‘That was taken in the Maldives. Three years ago.’

      ‘Do you have some more recent ones?’

      Zoe reached into her pocket and pulled out a gold iPhone. ‘Here’s her Instagram. There are thousands.’

      Sue took the phone and scrolled through the images. Even if they hadn’t been photoshopped, the girl really was very pretty, with stunning green eyes. ‘It would be useful to have some that aren’t so posed,’ she said. ‘Holiday snaps, that kind of thing?’

      ‘I’ll find some.’

      ‘What about her birth father? We’ll need his name and address.’

      Zoe’s gaze hardened. ‘James. He was Paul’s best friend. So things have been … difficult.’

      ‘How long have you and Paul been together?’

      ‘Eight years. Since Anna was seven. James took it pretty badly. He hasn’t seen Anna for years. Said he just had to walk away for his own sanity. Though within a year he’d got his secretary pregnant and started a new life. That’s why Anna changed her surname and took Paul’s. I had to go to court to get the house. And maintenance. Anna tried to stay in touch at first, but James wouldn’t return her calls. Or mine. Too busy with his new family, from what I hear.’

      Zoe’s perfectly manicured fingers tensed around her pink mug.

      ‘What about security?’ Mike added. ‘I noticed a CCTV camera on the front of the house. Are there others? We’ll need to see those tapes. And we’ll need to chat to Paul.’

      ‘Only that camera, but it’s a dummy. Paul’s at work.’

      Mike paused. ‘Must be important if he’s had to go in when Anna’s missing.’

      Zoe took a swig of what Sue suspected was vodka. ‘He’s not taking it seriously. Says she’s being a “silly girl” and we’re making far too much fuss. Thinks she’ll turn up in a Travelodge again like last time. Or Ibiza. I’ve told him her passport is still in the safe.’

      Sue met her gaze gently. ‘And what do you think?’

      ‘I just know something’s wrong. She’s taken her rucksack. And her spare asthma inhalers. She only takes all that when she goes on holiday. I don’t know what else is missing. Her iPhone is registered to me so I tried tracking it, but it’s switched off.’

      ‘Can you show us her room?’

      The sweeping, open-plan staircase led to a vast upper floor, carpeted in cream, and Anna’s room was in the far corner of the house. Sue had never seen anything quite so pink. Or a teenage room quite so immaculate.

      ‘She’s a very tidy girl,’ Sue remarked.

      ‘That’s the thing,’ Zoe replied. ‘It’s usually a tip. She won’t allow our housekeeper in. But last night, when we started to worry about her, I opened the door and found it like this. Zelda says she’s even changed the bedlinen.’

      ‘What about boyfriends?’

      ‘None that I know of. Unless they shinned up the drainpipe.’

      ‘Would you still have the used bedlinen?’

      Zoe shook her head. ‘Zelda assumed Anna had wet herself or been sick and didn’t want to say. She found the sheets on a boil wash in the machine.’

      As Zoe headed downstairs to refill her mug, Sue pulled on a pair of gloves and opened Anna’s chest of drawers. ‘Something happened in this room, Mike. Get Forensics in. And we need to pay the stepdad a visit.’
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      Karen wasn’t my first. Or even my second. Karen was the third girl I’d helped. All teens, all homeless, and so far not one had registered a flicker of interest in the press. They disappeared, escaped their old lives, and no one gave a shit. Except me. I kept my charitable work a secret.

      Sometimes, when I was bored, I’d flick through the missing persons’ websites. Only Number Two showed up, and then only once. Cindy. Age fourteen. Last seen in Manchester, boarding a train to London. A close-up of her sweet face, red hair scraped back, and haunted eyes that had seen far more than they should. I knew how that felt.

      I remember being nine or ten, sitting on the back doorstep of our well-kept Victorian terraced cottage in Great Yarmouth when the cat, Smokey, wandered past. As I reached out to pet him, a car backfired. Spooked, he sank his claws deep into my hand, drawing blood. I yelped.

      ‘Stop it, Smokey,’ my mother said vaguely, in her thick Norfolk accent, as she pegged out the washing. ‘Give him a smack. Don’t let him hurt you.’

      I’d felt it before, a darkness that meant bad things might happen. Whenever I’d sensed it, I’d pushed it deep inside me. Not this time. The rage rose up through my belly, burning, blinding me to everything except my father’s face. I grabbed the cat and ran upstairs.

      My mother saw Smokey fall. He lay on the path, splayed, as a spreading pool of deep red blood emerged from his crushed, twitching body. She was too repulsed to touch him.

      ‘D-don’t look,’ she stammered, seeing my face peering over the window ledge as she threw a tea towel over him. ‘There’s been an accident.’

      My father came out of the house and hunched over the cat, prodding him to see if he was still alive, while I gazed out of the window, numb. The searing anger had gone, and I felt nothing. Not a single emotion. Dead, like Smokey. Anaesthetised. Drugged with something so powerful that it could take all the fear, the rage, the hurt away. Night after night, I’d prayed to feel like this, and killing the cat had done it.

      I came down the stairs, disconnected, there but not there, blurred around the edges. They stared at me, silently, and for the first time in my life I saw guilt in my father’s eyes. Fear too, and a searing sadness. Even my mother, usually so detached and frozen, had paled and a thick tear dripped silently down her cheek as the blood, the deepest red I’d ever seen, seeped across the flagstones and onto the tips of her pink slippers.

      ‘He fell,’ I said simply.

      I sat down cross-legged beside Smokey, peeling back the reddening tea towel to look at him. Neither of them said a word. This, like everything else, would never be spoken of. My mother stepped out of her slippers, pulled her heavy cardigan around her and disappeared back into the kitchen, followed by my father. I heard the hum of their voices, low and hushed, but not their words. Most of the time they both zoned out of life, just existing, going through the motions. The alarm clock at seven. Him going to work, coming home, eating his tea. Bed until she fell asleep, when he tiptoed across the landing to my room.

      I don’t know how long I sat there, stroking the cat’s body as he turned as cold as stone and his open eyes clouded. I barely noticed him when he was alive. In death he was a comfort.

      It was sunset when my mother and father came out of the house with a shoe box, lined with newspaper. She picked up her slippers, now stiff and red, and put them gently in the dustbin.

      ‘We need to bury him now,’ she said simply.

      My father sobbed as he scooped up Smokey and we buried him at the end of the garden. That’s when I realised what I’d done. As he forced the spade into the hard earth, over and over, the pain, the guilt, the fear, the shame, it all came flooding back. Hot, thick tears swelled in my eyes but I would not let them fall. I picked up a stick and after my father went inside I jabbed it into my thigh until it bled, hating myself, hating him, until the physical pain numbed my mind.

      The next day, my father didn’t go to work at the town hall. He took me to the beach and bought me a twirly ice cream on the seafront. Strawberry, my favourite. With a flake. And we sat by the yacht pond watching the little remote control boats whizzing by. He promised me I could have the piano lessons I’d been asking for. It was a good day. The only day I remember spending with him. After Smokey, he didn’t touch me again. They carried on living their predictable, empty life. Dinner at six and a tablespoon of Milk of Magnesia before bed at ten.

      That was the only time I ever saw my father cry. Not even at his mother’s funeral, when he sat, stony-faced and ashen, unable to look at the coffin. Not even at my mother’s funeral, as he joined the pallbearers to shuffle towards the grave, her vacant silence pressing down on his guilty shoulder in death as it had done in life. As they lowered her into the cold earth, I promised myself I’d escape this lifeless hell and make a sanctuary, a place for girls like me who didn’t have anywhere to go, or anyone to turn to. The misunderstood. The misfits. The ones who wouldn’t be missed.
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        * * *

      

      It’s a hot Wednesday morning, just over thirty-six hours since I met Karen, but I open the salon as usual, turning on the TV screen that keeps clients amused while they wait. That’s when I see it. Karen’s face, right there on Sky News. I freeze. Turns out she’s not from the run-down Margate council flat that she told me about. She’s Anna, from the posh Tillingham Estate in Kingston Upon Thames, just a few miles from Cobshott, and her family won’t rest until they find her.

      My hands start to tremble. They show CCTV of Karen – sorry, Anna – leaving the train at Waterloo, and a shot of her walking alone through Charing Cross station – on her way to Leicester Square, not that they know it – but then the trail ‘goes cold’.

      No one cared when the first two girls went missing. Now they’re saying Anna’s mum is going to make an ‘emotional plea for her daughter’s safe return’ alongside her estranged father. My panicked mind races. What if they trace her to me?

      The salon door opens and Soozie breezes in, a twenty-pound note in her hand, laced with the remnants of her morning cocaine. ‘Darling!’ she says. ‘I hadn’t forgotten I owe you this.’ She glances up at the TV. ‘Have you seen this missing girl? I know her parents. Well, the mother, anyway. The girl was at nursery school with the twins. She’s on their Facebook.’

      Given that Sky and Star have several thousand Facebook friends, most of whom they
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