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Prologue

The girl runs, one foot in front of the other. The wind pulls her hair out behind her in a long stream. She keeps going even when she falls, stumbling on her knees, forcing herself upright, propelling herself on. She doesn’t know where she’s going, just that she can’t stop. If she stops, that’s the end of it. Of her. She hears silence on one side, cars on the other. People. She needs to find people; she follows the sound of the cars. Barefoot, the soles of her feet are broken, blackened, bleeding by the time she reaches the side of the road. But the pain is only a dull echo. It will kick in later.

She is losing energy. Her legs shake and she falters, stopping for a moment, trying to catch her breath, trying to make her heart stop pounding.

There is a noise behind her. She doesn’t know what or who made it but it’s enough and she’s off. Finding a surge, tapping into a resource she didn’t know she had. The sun is rising; the day is beginning. She’s shocked by how bright everything is out here. She squints as she runs, the light glinting in her eyes. She doesn’t see or hear the car as it hurtles towards her.

A loud crash.

New, fresh pain.

Then everything goes black.


Chapter One

I am in a bad mood. Mike had to go to work early and was gone twenty minutes before I even got out of bed. By the time I made it into the kitchen it was messy. Normally I’m the first one up even though I leave later. I need things to be a certain way before my day begins. Coffee must be brewing, and the side must be set out with my mug, spoon and the sugar pot. Mike always leaves it haphazard. It’s a little thing and normally I work around him, but today my preferred mug is already used and left sitting in the sink. I slam around the kitchen, making a fuss that no one can hear. It means that I’m late leaving, which means I’ll be late to work. It doesn’t matter really, but it’s not the point. We’ve been living together for less than a year. It’s a test of sorts. Let’s see how we fare and if we kill each other. Said way back when, in good humour, between giggles and the kind of sex you have when you only see someone once a week, and so have a chance to miss them.

He wants the whole shebang: wedding, kids, a white picket fence. I don’t know what I want so sometimes I let him decide for us. Which is how he has come to be here, leaving things in the wrong places. Internally I suppose I still consider this place mine. It is the house I grew up in and vowed to one day leave, though I haven’t managed it yet.

Dale does her usual canine whine at being abandoned. I pat her and put her outside, slurping coffee quickly as I go. She has a kennel – it even has a heater in. It’s not the best arrangement, certainly from her viewpoint, but first and foremost in my mind is safety and safety means no dog flap. She used to go to work with Mum – the old people there loved her – but I can’t take her with me everywhere. Mike had laughed, assured me over and over that a dog flap would only open in conjunction with Dale’s chip, but I had stood firm. A panel in my kitchen that could easily be forced open and fit a small adult through wasn’t going to happen. He doesn’t understand, of course, what it’s like to live in fear.

I am used to it, so much so that it sits alongside every other feeling I have like a prickly-toothed companion. When my sister, Belle, went missing ten years ago, we became the poster family for it. The story doled out for comparison every time someone disappeared in suspicious circumstances. Other people would read of our misery, printed on front pages, italicised in women’s mags and discussed on chat shows. What would it be like to lose a child? How would you cope? How scary.

I put my cup in the dishwasher and leave the sugar pot on the side. I get my bike out of the shed, Dale huffing around my feet. I lock the gate and get going. It takes me fifteen minutes exactly, which makes me supremely happy. I used to commute across London to a big job working in the PR department of a bank. I’d been one of those stilettoed, suit-wearing women complete with identikit highlights and a phone constantly glued to one ear. I packed that in last year, shortly after Mum died. On a whim, some might say – a reaction to the grief – and it probably was. But she left me the house with a tiny mortgage, so I didn’t need to earn loads to ‘save for my own place’ anymore, though I’m not sure I’d ever have had the guts to actually leave anyway.

Now I do the comms for a small, local charity that deals with victims of domestic abuse. The money’s awful, the hours are part-time and I’ve not had a need for any of my Louboutins since the day I started. I love it, and if I’m honest, it’s probably part of the reason I let Mike move in. The mortgage left on the house isn’t huge but it’s much easier shared between two people. He has a flat more centrally located, which he rents out. He’d be quite happy to sell it, but this way seems more sensible.

Natasha is on the phone when I arrive at the office. I put on a pot of coffee and start opening my emails. Nothing urgent. We’ve got an event coming up: our own ‘Party in the Park’ to raise awareness and funds. I’ll be overseeing it because I have experience in events. Natasha waves as I settle in and when I hear the coffee machine beep, I make us both a cup. We are always the first ones here. It’s a pretty casual place. As long as we show up Natasha is quite flexible about the hours we keep. I’m only contracted for twenty but often end up doing more.

My phone beeps with a text from Mike: Tenant called, won’t get a chance to ring back, could you?

I make a quick call. She just wanted to check a clause in the contract. I can’t answer her question, but I drop an email to our managing agent, and they will sort it out. I text back to let Mike know it’s in hand. He sends an ‘X’. He’s still in the city. It’s where we met, and I’d expected him to be the most shocked by my departure from that fast-paced life. Actually, he’d surprised me by being totally understanding. I’ve wondered since if he saw it as a good way to bring up the whole living together thing again. I can hear my best friend Mandy’s words ringing in my head. She’s always telling me I’m too suspicious. She has a point. Poor Mike. I make a mental note to try to be less of a bitch. Or at least keep it in my own head. I send back a smiley face.

Natasha is off the phone with a sigh.

I ask, ‘Bad news?’

She shrugs. ‘It was Michaela.’

‘Ah, is he back?’

She nods with an eye roll. I ask, ‘How did she sound?’

‘The usual. Confident that he’s changed. Pleading for understanding.’

The work here is enriching but can also be soul-destroying. We are front-line support for women trying to leave domestic abuse situations. It’s hard to believe how many of them get free and then go back. Michaela has recently started ‘dating’ her attacker again. A man who locked her in a separate room from her children and beat her so badly she was hospitalised for five days. She’s nice, bright. You’d never guess it.

I ask Natasha, ‘What did you say?’

‘I said it was her life and we’d be here to support her no matter what.’

‘Will you let Liz know?’ Liz Almore, Michaela’s social worker.

Natasha nods. ‘Yes, I’ll have to. Michaela knows the drill.’

Natasha makes the call while I fill out a funding spreadsheet, trying to work out what we will need for the one-day event in White-Heart Park. A local clothes shop will be giving away a series of prizes. Nothing I’d wear myself, but their floral tunics and sensible shirts seem to do a roaring trade in the suburban mummy set. I’m gathering together a list of local estate agents. They always have a load of cash in the budget and like to be linked to ‘good causes’ – probably a means for them to lessen the public rage at growing house prices. I am lucky and grateful I have the house even if it seems somehow haunted.

My desk phone rings.

‘Hello?’ Silence. ‘Hello?’ No response.

Silent calls aren’t unusual here. Neither are abusive calls from husbands and partners who consider themselves wronged by us. I wait a second, two, then hang up.

Mandy comes in with a crooked smile, a too-long scarf and a blast of icy air. She shivers dramatically. ‘It’s bloody cold out there.’

I ask her, ‘Want a coffee?’

‘Oh yes, two sugars please. It’s too chilly to be thinking about diets.’

I smile and bring her a mug, knowing that with each sip that is exactly what she’ll be thinking about. I’ve known Mandy since college and she’s always been on some kind of diet. Personally, I’ve never thought she needed it, but her weight is her obsession. She got me the job here – she has also never left our hometown, even after her parents moved to Chichester – and it’s been nice to spend more time together.

My mobile rings with a withheld number but I’m on a call already dealing with Baxters. The smarmy prick manager at the estate agency is blathering on about their recent successes and I make appropriately impressed noises at just the right moments. When I hang up my phone rings again. Withheld. I usually avoid them but since it’s the second time and no voicemail, I grab it at the last minute.

‘Hello?’

I listen to the voice on the other end of the phone and everything shifts. The office becomes wobbly. The documents on my computer screen blur at the edges. By the time I respond and hang up, Mandy is kneeling beside me. I can see her mouth moving but I can’t hear the words.

I watch her for a moment and then all the sound and colour flood back in and I hear her voice …

‘Eve, Eve, are you all right?’

And then Natasha is next to her. ‘What’s the matter, Eve?’

I sit, staring dumbly for a few more seconds before I realise Mandy is holding my hand. Always so tactile. I squeeze it firmly and ask her, ‘Can you drive me to the hospital?’

‘Oh my God, what’s happened? Is it Mike?’ Her face is screwed up in concern.

I shake my head and for some reason I laugh. Stupid and inappropriate.

‘No. No, it’s not Mike. It’s Belle. They think they’ve found Belle.’


Chapter Two

Belle is three years younger than me. Our father was never around. Mum met him in her thirties and though she didn’t talk about him much, from what I could gather he’d been married when they met. She’d believed him when he said he’d leave his wife. He was ten years her senior and also her boss. That was all I knew.

Our grandparents were appalled. My mother was bright, university educated. They didn’t understand how she could be so stupid. I tended to agree with them but Mandy, the hopeless romantic, has always tried to persuade me love is blind and all-consuming.

Either way, there we were. A little family of three because dear Dad’s wife insisted they move when she found out about us. And not just down the road either. They’d upped sticks and fled to the other side of the country. At first my mother said he sent letters and money. Eventually that all stopped. Mum accepted it and got on with the business of raising us. She was what you’d call a grafter, and her parents helped put the deposit down on the house, so we weren’t poor, but there wasn’t a lot left either. Mum worked long shifts at an old people’s home, nights when we were little and her parents could help out, and then longer day shifts once we started school. Granddad passed away the year Belle turned twelve and Grandma followed close behind. My mum declared that we were probably old enough to be seeing ourselves back from school by then anyway and she should have been right.

The day that Belle went missing, she had been in a particularly annoying mood. We’d recently started walking home with a boy called Robert Anderton. Looking back, I definitely had my eye on him, though I didn’t think of it like that back then. I just knew I wanted to be near him and when our hands touched it made my tummy feel funny.

The three of us had been walking home that day, Belle sulking because I was ignoring her. Eventually she started lagging behind. We got to Robert’s house first and he hugged me – the highlight of my day. He’d gone in and I started calling for Belle. She had a habit of dithering, and that particular day, I’d been grateful that she did.

When she didn’t answer I figured she was still sulking. She was a dab hand at it, and I remember worrying that she’d tell Mum on me. I want to say that I had some sort of sixth sense, but I’d be lying. All I felt as I called out for my annoying little sister was peeved that she wasn’t answering. I gave up after ten minutes, yelling into thin air that if she wanted to sulk, fine, and I was going to tell Mum before she did, anyway. I fully expected her to be there when I opened the front door – we both had keys. But she wasn’t. I called Mum at work and she was short, sharp and angry. Telling me that leaving Belle had been irresponsible and that I’d been trusted to keep an eye on her. She told me I’d better go look. I took my bike and cycled around for about half an hour. By the time I got in and called Mum back, the panic had taken root.

Everything after that is a blur. Mum’s voice the second time I’d rung. High-pitched and fraught. Her coming home.

Fear knotted in my stomach. A knot that has never left, some days worse than others.

Mandy is driving us to the hospital now. She’s chattering incessantly, which is her way. Always has been. It gets worse when she’s nervous, and she’s blathering on about Belle and having siblings, and I can’t quite keep up with the noise so I tune her out.

After Belle disappeared our house had been like a hive for the next week or so. Filled with police officers. Mum sat, white as a sheet. Desperate and quiet. Reporters camped out on our lawn and I cried until I fell asleep every night, knowing I would never forgive myself and thinking about how much I loved Belle. Even when she was annoying. The last thing I’d said to her was ‘I’m telling.’

We get to the hospital and although the machine is happy to dispense a ticket, there aren’t any parking spaces. In the end we make one up alongside a grass verge. Mandy gets out and double-checks that people can still get around the car. I watch, resisting the urge to snap that I don’t care, I just want to see Belle. But when she opens the door, I can’t seem to move out of my seat.

She reaches down and puts an arm around me. ‘Come on, Eve.’

I look up at her, my kind and loyal friend. I’m too scared to move. She sets herself lower beside the car and reaches for my handbag. She pulls out a packet of Marlboro lights and a lighter, lighting the cigarette and putting it in my shaking hand. My illusion that I am a secret smoker is shattered but I inhale gratefully. I feel my shoulders relax slightly and my breathing evens out.

When I’m done, I climb out of the car and we walk in through the hospital doors, looking for the intensive care unit. The hospital is a maze – they always are, aren’t they? Mandy has to stop twice and ask for directions. We are given a long-winded explanation from a woman who looks too old to be out of the house, let alone work here. I stand mutely, hands hanging by my sides, feeling altogether too big for my body.

Finally, Mandy makes sense of what the old girl is on about and we are on the move again. We wait for the world’s slowest lift. Mandy sneaks worried glances at me while we stand. I pretend not to notice because I don’t want her to ask me any questions. Like how I might be feeling. I wouldn’t have an answer.

Eventually the lift arrives and starts a slow crawl to the fifth floor. An old man on a bed is wheeled in and we move backwards. His skin is papery thin, almost translucent. The disappearance of age. I look down at my own hands and am reassured by the plump green veins. I imagine I can see the blood flowing. I am alive. The old man moans and one of the porters pushing him pats his arm. It is brittle, stick-like, ready to snap at too much pressure. They get off on level four, then it is our turn. Mandy has my elbow. I feel her warm, soft hand gently leading me, and then we are at reception and everything starts to speed up.

When Mandy tells them who I am, people seem to appear from nowhere and we are led to a room at the end of a wide hallway that smells of bleach. I am sat down by an incredibly young-looking female police officer. She asks if I’d like a cup of tea and I shake my head. She says we’re waiting for DI Locke, as if I should somehow know who that is. I nod. Mandy sits close. I can feel her left breast pressing against my arm. It’s comforting. I turn to her and she smiles reassuringly.

A tall man walks into the room and baby cop stands immediately. I assume this is the detective. I get the impression I ought to stand or somehow greet him as well, but I’m not convinced my knees would stay locked and support me, so I remain sitting, looking up at him like a small, baffled child. He sits opposite me and I can see that despite his serious expression he is very good-looking. My eyes wander to his hands. Big. He’d be able to circle my waist with both of them.

‘Hello, Eve. Thank you for coming so quickly.’ His voice is a low rumble.

I want to say of course I did but my mouth doesn’t seem ready for words yet, so I just nod. He stares at me. He has the kind of eyes that make you feel truly seen. I move mine away to focus on my feet.

Mandy says, ‘We only work around the corner.’

I watch him smile at her and she blushes, realising, perhaps, that it’s a pointless thing to say.

He gets out a tiny spiral notepad and opens it, glancing at rows of scrawled notes.

‘At ten a.m. a woman was brought into A&E. She’d been hit by a car and had suffered several serious injuries. She was stabilised and moved into intensive care. We were called in as she had no ID, no possessions, and was dressed in thin pyjamas, no shoes or underwear.’

It’s cold today. Bitterly so. Without gloves my hands would have become chapped on my cycle to work. She must have been freezing.

I resist the urge to scream or cry. Instead I nod.

‘The young woman appears to be in her early to mid twenties.’ Belle would be twenty-three.

I’m itching to ask, but I know he’s about to tell me.

‘The woman has a very distinctive birthmark on her right shoulder covering a large portion of her shoulder blade.’

He checks to see if I’m listening – I nod. He goes on, ‘We started to look for information on missing persons in the area, thinking someone may have reported her. Your sister’s name came up. A picture of her birthmark provided ten years ago seems to match.’

Oh, God. I should be saying something, but I don’t know what. I look to Mandy who pats my hand and asks me, ‘Do you want to see her, Eve?’ I nod. Mandy looks at DI Locke. ‘Can she?’

‘Yes, though I need to warn you that she is currently in an induced coma and has suffered a lot of injuries. In light of who we think she is, she’s being kept in a private room, and I have officers posted outside her door.’

‘Thank you,’ I say and am appalled to hear my voice come out low and wispy.

He says, ‘I hope you don’t mind, but we’d like to speak to you in more detail once you’ve seen her.’

I nod again, and Mandy says, ‘Of course,’ into my silence.

A nurse is there and leads us back up the hallway. We pass other beds. People in varying degrees of incapacitation lined up like the living dead. I am ridiculously pleased that she has her own room and isn’t here among them. Outside of a door that is half chequered glass, half white plyboard, there are two uniformed officers. Men. Nondescript. They stand as we arrive. Locke stops to talk to them. The nurse opens the door, and Mandy and I follow her in.


Chapter Three

Lying in the bed, covered in tubes, and stick-thin, is a ghost.

I feel my breathing change and Mandy’s hand tightening on my arm. I lean in and hear a horrible mewing sound that I realise is me. I am bombarded by everything at once – thoughts, a wave of nausea and a deep heart-wrenching longing for my mother. It is the thought of my mum that makes me move out of Mandy’s grasp and walk over to the bed. I look down at Belle. It’s really her. Tubes seem to come out of every orifice. I ask the nurse what they are for and she talks me through the one that is helping her breathe, the one that is hydrating her, the one that is feeding her. Other lines administer pain relief and antibiotics. She is half-woman, half-machine. I look at her face. There are two thin strips of tape over her eyes. The nurse explains it’s to stop them opening.

I ask, ‘Is she still in a coma?’

‘Of sorts. We’re keeping her under sedation.’

‘Why?’

‘Right now the pain would be overwhelming. We want to get her stabilised and then we’ll wake her.’

Overwhelming. Pain.

‘Will she …?’ I want to ask if she’ll live – this girl who I grieved for a decade ago – but I can’t seem to bring myself to. Just in case they say no and it’s all a big, cruel, pointless joke.

The nurse smiles at me kindly. ‘We can’t say for definite at this stage what’s going to happen, but the consultants are pretty confident that she’ll make a full recovery.’

‘Thank you.’

‘Remarkably from what we’ve been able to tell, there’s no brain damage and no spinal injuries. Your sister’s a very lucky girl.’

I nod, though I didn’t think anyone could describe her as lucky.

The nurse, Patrice, she tells me – pulls up a chair for me and I sit down. She says, ‘You can talk to her.’

‘Can she hear me?’

She shrugs. ‘We think so, though there’s no proof either way. I believe that as she comes out of sedation the sound of familiar voices will be very beneficial for her.’

I nod, not pointing out that she hasn’t heard my voice for ten years. I focus on her face, trying to work out what’s different. Everything and nothing. She hasn’t changed so much. I recognise her. Her hair is long and knotted. I was always jealous of it. She was a natural blonde whereas mine was mousy. It isn’t shiny gold anymore, though it’s still not quite brown. I say, ‘Your hair looks darker, Belle.’ Because I can’t think of anything else. There is no sound other than the beep of machines. I look around, at the nurse, at Mandy who senses my discomfort.

‘Do you want to talk to the police?’ she asks.

I nod, and then turn to my sister. ‘I’ll be back though, Belle. I just need to try and find out what’s going on.’

Outside the door DI Locke is standing, chatting now, to a man in a white coat. He introduces me to Mr Rezai and says he is Belle’s consultant.

Mr Rezai is a small man with fine hands that pump mine up and down. ‘We’re going to take very good care of her for you.’

I smile weakly and nod. The policeman, Locke, is looking at me expectantly and I realise they are waiting for me. I follow him back to the little room. Mandy sits beside me.

Locke asks, ‘It’s her?’

I say, ‘Yes.’ And Mandy inhales sharply. I turn to her and say, ‘Mike?’

‘I’ve messaged him. We’ll call when we’re out of here.’

‘Your husband?’ Locke asks, even though I’m not wearing a wedding ring.

I’m quick to say, ‘No, my boyfriend.’ A term that Mike hates, keen to get that ring on my finger. Keen for us to grow up. Not realising I haven’t had my youth yet. Not really. It had been about to start when Belle went. Mike is six years older than me. So maybe that’s part of the rush. Either way. The permanence of ‘husband’ appals me.

Locke nods. Mandy says, ‘They live together.’ As though expanding our status. She is married already and also keen on ‘getting on with it all’. I think she’d like me to catch up, so we can reach the milestones together.

He says to me, ‘Now might not be the best time to take a statement. I realise this must be a terrible shock …’ He leaves it hanging and I suppose he wants me to say, No, no, I’m happy to talk now, but I don’t. I nod gratefully and stand, suddenly desperate to be away from them and their questions.

I stop on the way out and look in at her. Belle. The blanket is lifted at the bottoms of her feet. More tubes come out from under them, and her legs poke out stick-thin. It is almost unbearably hot in there, like hospitals always seem to be, but I still step in briefly, pulling the blanket down past her toes. There are bruises on her ankles. Brutal rings, which I look away from. Mandy waits and as I walk out of the room, she links her arm through mine. Leading me off the ward, back through the hospital, outside where the cold hits.

As we get in the car Mandy tells me to call Mike. He picks up on the first ring.

‘Darling, I’ve been so worried. I’m just tying a few bits up here and I’ll be home.’

He’s supposed to be away tonight. I glance at my watch. His flight to Manchester is imminent, so I quickly say, ‘No, really there’s no need.’

‘Eve, don’t be ridiculous.’

‘I’m not being ridiculous.’ I can feel my voice rising. ‘Go to Manchester. Call me this evening and I’ll see you tomorrow.’

He is silent. ‘Are you with Mandy?’

‘Yes.’

‘Put her on.’ I put him on loudspeaker.

He says, ‘Mandy?’

‘Hi, Mike.’ She’s navigating the car park with its too-narrow lanes, but stops and pulls over. I’d have carried on driving.

‘Eve says I should go to Manchester.’

‘Yes. I heard.’

‘She shouldn’t be alone.’ I roll my eyes at her and she frowns at me. I look out of the window, a naughty scolded child.

Mandy says, ‘She can come and stay with us. We’ll get a takeaway.’

My heart sinks, but I nod.

Mike sighs. ‘OK. Can you tell her I’ll Skype from the hotel?’

‘Will do.’

I light a cigarette and open the car window. I call Lydia, my neighbour two doors along, glad to find her home. I ask her to let Dale in and put a bowl of food down for her. Mandy shoots me concerned looks.

Bobby opens the door before we have a chance to put the key in. Mandy’s face lights up as it always does when she sees him. He leans down to kiss her tenderly. He looks at me over her head, not quite meeting my eyes.

‘I don’t know what to say, Eve.’

I smile. ‘Neither do I.’

Bobby says he has some work to complete and goes back to his office. Mandy makes tea and we sit at the kitchen table. She asks if I’m all right and I shrug. Then she says, ‘Do you think it’s her?’

‘Yes.’

‘Bloody hell.’

At seven it’s dark and Mandy says she’ll nip out for food. She heads up to take Bobby’s order and goes. I wait for the door to click and then I go into his office. He looks at me and I can see all the usual things in his eyes. I head over to him and sit in his lap, facing him, wrapping my legs around his waist. I press my lips to his and he pulls back. He puts a hand on my shoulder, pushing gently.

‘Don’t, Eve.’

But I’m moving before he can stop me. I hear his breath suck in and the hand digs into my shoulder. I press my fingers on top of it, forcing his nails to dig in so hard he could draw blood. He is gasping and I feel him respond underneath me and then he pushes me backwards, pushes me off. I fall unceremoniously onto the floor. He looks down at me, his expression so sad – so forlorn – that I look away. I lie there, my arm over my face. He stalks past me, leaving the room.

I get up quickly, straighten my clothes and press my hand to the spot his fingers just left, then I head downstairs. I pass the bathroom and can hear him brushing his teeth, rinsing me away.

Mandy gets back and I feel the same way I always do. Wretched, ashamed, both disgusted and simultaneously cross that he pushed me away, and relieved.

I sleep in the spare room. Mandy makes up the bed and I crawl into it at about nine, aware that I could smell her husband’s aftershave on me and wondering why she can’t, too. She kisses me on the forehead and I hug her to me.

‘I love you, Mandy.’

She smiles at me and smooths my hair back. ‘I know that, silly. Get some sleep.’

I open the blind and the window and look out at skeletal tree branches. Something catches my eye, some movement on Mandy’s street. A quiet cul-de-sac not unlike my own. But whatever I saw is gone. Probably a fox. I close the window again and pull the curtains, taking off my clothes and climbing back into bed naked.

The day after Belle went missing, I knew that it was my fault. I had been more worried about Robert Anderton than I had been about her safety. When the police asked me what had happened, I explained that we’d been walking home with another school friend and I thought she was behind us. But when I thought about it, the truth was that I knew she wasn’t there. She couldn’t go two minutes without whining. I’d had enough time to feel Robert’s hand rubbing against mine and the little shots that ran up and down me in response. That feeling in the pit of my stomach. Longing. A longing that had cost Belle the past ten years of her life.

Robert turned up a week later to bring me my homework. I think he was scared of getting into trouble – probably natural when you’re sixteen and things happen that are too big to comprehend. My mum was at the police station and I led him up to my bedroom, took off all my clothes and made him fuck me then and there. When I’d thought about how it would be to lose my virginity in my girly, innocent head, it had been all cuddles and kisses. Belle’s disappearance had put an end to that innocence. I rubbed him, grabbed him, not knowing what I was doing, but getting a reaction anyway. It was rough and painful. I heard myself mutter things – ‘hit me’; ‘pull my hair’; ‘harder’ – and I bled. A lot. He apologised afterwards, tears in his eyes. I said nothing, just walked him to the door, and we didn’t speak about it again.

For years I figured the poor fucker was in love with me, and I’d visit him sometimes, usually when I felt shit. I’d make him do things I knew he wasn’t comfortable with. He wanted romance and I couldn’t give him that. In my mind he would always be linked inextricably to Belle’s disappearance.

When I introduced him to Mandy, I thought they would be a match made in heaven. She was just what he needed, and when they announced their plans to marry, I was happy for them both. I really thought that part of my life was over: Robert – or Bobby, as Mandy insisted on calling him – and I. But I guess there’s something in me that just likes to ruin things.


Chapter Four

By the time I get up in the morning Bobby has already left, unusually working at the weekend. Mandy is padding around the kitchen in a tiny little nightie. Her breasts threaten to spill out of it every time she moves. I’m in my vest and pants. Long and lithe next to her, we are polar opposites. She brews coffee, puts bread in the toaster and starts pulling all kind of promising things out of the fridge. She looks at me and sighs. ‘I suppose you can eat as much bacon as you want without worrying?’

I laugh. ‘You don’t have to worry about it, either.’

‘Easy for you skinny girls.’

We eat breakfast in companionable silence. And then she says, ‘Mike Skyped but you were sound asleep. I said you were OK.’

‘Shit, I forgot he was ringing. Was he annoyed?’

She frowns. ‘You always think he’s cross and he never is. He was … concerned.’

I roll my eyes. ‘That’s the same as annoyed.’

She sighs. ‘No, it’s not. He loves you.’

‘I know. Sorry. I’m a bitch.’

She rubs a hand on my shoulder as she passes. ‘Don’t be silly.’

She cleans everything away. I ask if I can smoke in the garden. She says of course, and that we’ll drive to the hospital once I’m showered.

I nearly ask what she’s doing about work and then realise it’s Saturday. Because I only work Wednesday through Friday I often get confused as to weekends. Mike was concerned I’d get bored and so was I to start with, but I love it. It gives me two days a week free when everyone else is busy. The world feels different on a Monday lunchtime and it turns out that pottering around suits me.

Mandy chatters as we drive, asking how the fundraising is going at work. I want to tell her to be quiet, but I don’t. I say that I’ve started calling around various estate agents and it seems to be coming together. I tell her about the Baxters wanker. And by the time we pull in, we’re both in fits of giggles. This is what is good about Mandy. She’s one of those naturally uplifting, nice people. She asks if I want her to come in with me and I say no. She says she’ll go in search of a coffee shop and to text when I’m ready to leave.

The police outside the door are different today and I have to stop and wait. I explain who I am and they ask to see some ID. I don’t have anything with me other than bank cards. They look at each other dubiously, so I say, ‘Look – you’re right here, aren’t you?’

‘Yes madam but in light of her situation we can’t take the risk. Nip home, get your passport, and we’ll let you in,’ one of them says.

I’m close to tears when DI Locke strolls along the hall and mutters, ‘It’s OK. This is Eve Moriarty.’ They step aside.

I’m annoyed when he follows me into the room, but then I’m overwhelmed by the sight of her and he fades into the background. I pull up the lone chair and sit down, taking her hand. I watch her chest rise and fall. I cling to her fingers. They are still porcelain white and not much bigger than they were the last time I held them all those years ago. Locke coughs and I turn to look at him.

He says, ‘If you’d be willing to talk today, I’ll wait.’

I scowl at him. ‘I don’t know how long I’ll be.’

‘That’s fine. I’m not in a rush.’

‘My friend is waiting for me. I haven’t got my car.’

‘I’ll drive you home if she doesn’t want to wait.’

I keep scowling even after he’s gone.

‘He’s a bit of a prick, Belle,’ I say.

She lies silently, chest rising and falling. Machines beep. I stay for another five minutes. The nurse – a different one from yesterday – comes in to change one of her drips, and I ask how she’s doing. She says pretty much the same and she’ll be going for surgery on Monday. I ask what for and she says it’s for her broken shoulder. I see it after she mentions it. It’s on her strawberry side, the one covered in the birthmark she found devastating. I was as jealous of that pink patch when we were kids as I was of her golden hair. Mum used to tell her how lovely it was that God had seen fit to colour a bit of her in. I took that to mean that God had somehow favoured her over me.

The pink shoulder is ever so slightly skewed. I can’t think of another way to put it. The angle is iffy. The nurse assures me the surgery is necessary. When I ask if that will be it, she says, ‘You’ll need to speak to the consultant about that.’ I feel a panicked lurching in the pit of my stomach. I realise that I have allowed myself to hope, for the first time in a long time, that I might not be alone.

I text Mandy to say the DI wants a chat, with an eye roll emoticon, and that he’ll drive me home. She says she doesn’t mind waiting but I tell her to get on. I know she looks forward to hanging out with Bobby at the weekends. Her working week is pretty full-on and to be honest being around them makes me feel bad.

I head down to the café, getting lost en route, half-hoping he’s given up and fucked off. He hasn’t – he’s sitting hunched over his tiny pad, writing. I sit opposite him and he asks if I want something to drink. I say no.

‘Sorry about the officers posted. They’re under my orders. I should have given them your picture.’

‘You think she’s in danger?’ I pose it as a question but it isn’t really.

He shrugs. ‘It’s a possibility.’

I say, ‘Whoever took her could be looking for her?’

He says, ‘It’s a possibility.’ Again. But doesn’t sound convinced.

I say, ‘They probably wouldn’t just let her go?’

He says, ‘We really don’t know where she’s been, Eve, or if she was being held against her will.’

‘Well, she hardly kidnapped herself, did she?’

Locke says, ‘We don’t know what happened yet.’

He seems to sense my annoyance and his voice softens as he tells me, ‘It’s my job to look at every angle. That’s all.’

The reality of the situation sucker punches me. I’m embarrassed to find tears spring into my eyes. He looks more uncomfortable than I feel, and he mumbles, ‘Sorry.’

‘It’s not your fault, is it?’ It comes out more harshly than I intend, and now it’s my turn to say, ‘Sorry.’

‘This must be very stressful.’

I laugh. ‘I suppose that’s one way of putting it.’

‘Your family …?’

‘There was just Mum. She died. A year ago now.’

‘Oh. That’s a shame.’

‘I was glad, actually.’

He doesn’t say anything, so I try to explain.

‘Since Belle went … well, she was in so much pain that death seemed somehow kinder.’ I laugh, but it sounds brittle. I wish I’d got that drink now. Neat vodka, maybe. I pick at my fingers instead. ‘I almost envied her. I realise that sounds mad.’

‘No, it doesn’t. This sort of thing invariably is very harrowing for those left behind.’

‘We assumed she was dead.’

He half-smiles. ‘So did we.’

‘She’s not, though. She’s here and the nurse seems to think she’ll make it.’ Somehow, I need to say those words aloud.

He nods. ‘Which brings me back to the matter in hand, which is Belle’s safety, and of course – yours.’

My mouth opens and closes as I let the implication of that sink in. I mull it over and say, ‘You think I’m in danger?’

‘It’s not impossible. If Belle were kidnapped.’

I frown again. But don’t argue. The truth is I’m scared though I don’t want to tell him that.

I say, ‘Are you going to send someone to babysit me as well?’ My voice is steeped in sarcasm.

‘I am trying to arrange protection for you. We have some budgetary issues.’

I snort. ‘Well, good. I don’t want bloody babysitting.’ Though I don’t know if this is true. I think of seeing something moving in the dark from the window at Mandy’s, and the dropped
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