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Prologue

I killed someone.

I say the words soundlessly into the mirror. It’s dark – I haven’t switched the light on – but I watch my mouth move in greyscale.

I killed her.

Worse than someone, a girl. A young person with most of her life still unlived.

Was dying young her fate? Written in the stars alongside other people’s love stories or long, dull existences?

Or did I rock the universe when I lost my temper and didn’t think through the consequences?

I turn away from the mirror, but I refuse to feel ashamed. I can’t say whether she deserved to die, but no one could argue that I wasn’t provoked, that I didn’t have good reason.

They say that revenge can make people to do crazy things, and I guess tonight I proved that was true.

I look back at the mirror.

Do I regret the killing?

Would I do it again if I could choose?

Will my life be forever changed from this point on?

So many questions swirl around my head, but one is by far the loudest.

Will I get caught?





BEFORE

Monday 15th April

Jess

Jess looks down at her phone. Smiles.

‘What’s so funny?’ Amber asks, leaning over to check Jess’s screen.

‘Nothing.’ Jess clicks out of Snapchat, then drops her phone into the pocket of her blazer. ‘Just a TikTok.’

Amber nods, then shifts her gaze down the aisle of the school coach, her mind already elsewhere. ‘Look at her,’ she murmurs under her breath, nudging Jess and nodding towards a girl sitting a few seats further up. ‘Can you imagine being that ugly?’

‘Her skin is so pale she looks dead,’ Jess agrees, her confidence boosted by the message she’s just read. ‘Do you reckon if we killed her, no one would notice?’

Amber snorts a giggle. The noise leads to a few heads turning in their direction, but not for long. In the nine months they’ve lived in Chinnor, people have learned not to hold eye contact with Amber. ‘Yeah, maybe,’ she says with approval.

Jess feels a warmth in her cheeks; pride for making her sister laugh. She knows it’s stupid. Amber is nineteen months younger than her for a start, so really it should be her looking up to Jess. But it’s never been that way around. For as long as she can remember, Amber has been the boss, and Jess is the one who’s needed looking after.

Like when she moved up to that massive, faceless, secondary school, Amber stuck in primary for another year. There were days when she thought she wouldn’t survive it, the story of her tragic past coming up again as kids traded gossip to look cool. There were other days when she coped by not showing up at all. Then Amber finally arrived. And under her watchful glare, the snide whispers dried up.

That was a few years ago now though, and a different school. Luckily no one around here knows their story, so when she started at Lord Frederick’s in September, she didn’t have to suffer the shame for a third time.

‘Let’s get off at her stop,’ Amber suggests. ‘Do it now.’ Amber doesn’t laugh this time, and its absence sends a chill down Jess’s spine. Of course she knows that Amber would never actually kill Lucy Rose, but she might take things too far. Because Amber hates Lucy. For who she is, and what she’s got. And while Amber is a head shorter than the older girl, Jess knows who’d come out on top in a fight.

But Jess also knows she shouldn’t care about Lucy Rose. That the girl doesn’t deserve her sympathy.

Ten minutes later the coach swings left and then right onto Chinnor high street. It always drops at the posh end of the village first, Jess and Amber’s ever-growing housing estate its last stop. Clearly even the coach company thinks poorer kids need to wait their turn. But today they’re getting off early. Amber taps Jess on the hand, and they both slide out of the seat. A couple of seconds later, they catch up with Lucy in the aisle.

As soon as Lucy sees them – just a quick glance before looking down at the floor – tears well up in her eyes. She’s so pathetic. How can a 15-year-old girl cry over something like this? They’ve never even hurt her. Not properly. And anyway, what damage does Lucy think they can inflict between the bus stop and her twee little cottage a few hundred metres up the street? Jess finds her weakness embarrassing, awkward even. But Amber seems to feed off Lucy’s fear. The more the girl cowers, the harder Amber pushes.

‘Hello, Lucy,’ Amber says, her voice low and menacing. ‘Me and Jess thought we’d walk you home.’ She falls in step beside the mute girl, close enough for a shoulder barge that makes her stumble. Jess wants to walk on the other side, to hem Lucy in for maximum effect. But there’s not enough space on the pavement, so she drops in just behind. In Amber’s shadow, like normal. Lucy doesn’t respond, at least not verbally. She closes her arms over her chest, squeezes the straps of her rucksack between coiled fingers and keeps walking.

‘We looked for you at lunch today,’ Amber goes on. ‘Couldn’t find you. Were you crying in the loos again, like last week? Shame that photo of you there got shared around Year 10. People can be so cruel, can’t they?’ A few seconds of silence. Another shoulder barge. ‘I don’t know why you’re so desperate to avoid us anyway. Do you think you’re too good for us? Because we’re scummy foster kids?’

‘Leave me alone, please,’ Lucy whispers.

‘That’s not very kind, Lucy,’ Amber warns. ‘Did you hear that, Jess? Lucy doesn’t want to be friends with us. And after we’ve made this effort to walk her home.’

Jess senses Lucy’s pace increase. She’s not running, but her steps are getting faster, as though she thinks she can escape without them realising. How stupid does she think they are? Amber must notice too because she suddenly grabs Lucy’s spindly forearm and yanks it backwards, keeping her fingers locked on, the pressure turning Lucy’s flesh white. It forces her to stop, and Jess shifts her position to shield her sister’s aggression from view. Which also means she’s looking away, which is secretly a relief.

‘Why the hurry?’ Amber hisses, the tease gone from her voice. ‘If you’re not careful, I might take it personally.’

‘Why me?’ Lucy whimpers. ‘Why do you pick on me?’

Amber slips her free hand into her bag for something. Jess twists to look. It’s a triangular blade, meant for a craft knife. Jess holds her breath. Amber got her to swipe it from the Art department, but now she can see it, so close to Lucy’s bare arm, she wonders if she should have refused.

‘Why did you give Jess the silent treatment last term?’ Amber asks, taking a step towards Lucy, dipping the point of the blade against her skin. ‘She was the new girl in your tutor group.’

‘I didn’t …’

‘She tried to make friends with you, and you gave her the brush-off. Because she’s a dumb-arse social care kid.’

‘No, I …’

‘She’s wearing your sister’s old blazer. Did you know that? Bought at the second-hand sale. Still got the label in it. Milla Rose. I guess it’ll come to me one day. If I ever get as lanky as her.’

Jess looks away again, her face burning. A car rumbles past, but the driver is oblivious to the three of them. She turns back.

‘I’m sorry,’ Lucy whispers. ‘Please. Don’t hurt me.’

‘Invite us back to yours then,’ Amber hisses. ‘Prove that we’re not too scummy for you.’

Lucy doesn’t respond, but Jess can see fat tears bubble in front of her pale-blue eyes. God, why does she do that? How is she so spineless? ‘Fucking crybaby,’ Jess murmurs.

‘Lucy?’ A voice suddenly rings out from across the street, followed by the dull thud of a car door closing. ‘Is everything okay?’

Amber pockets the blade; releases her grip on Lucy’s arm. ‘Come on,’ she says to Jess, giving the woman a sideways glance. ‘Let’s go.’ She starts striding up the road, away from an unwanted confrontation with an adult, and Jess has to scurry to catch up. Following Amber’s lead, they pass a small parade of shops, then veer off the road and onto a country path. Jess knows where they’re going without needing to ask. They cross the old railway line and continue up towards the woods.

Half an hour later, they arrive at Chinnor Hill nature reserve. It’s not much more than a small opening in the trees, but it feels like a secret hideaway. They discovered it last summer, soon after they moved to their new foster home. The mud mostly kept them away during the winter, so it’s good to be back. Jess sinks down onto the blanket of tiny wildflowers and long grass, lies back and stares at the grey-blue sky.

‘Was that her mum?’ she asks, as her sister drops down next to her.

‘Yeah,’ Amber says, nodding. ‘I’ve seen them out running together.’ Amber’s voice is monotone now, mechanical, and Jess knows from experience what that means. That there’s some emotion threatening to spill out, a door that needs to be slammed shut.

Amber is good at putting on a show. Hard bitch at school. Suck-up foster kid at home. Sexy minx whenever Sean gives her a second of attention. Only Jess has glimpsed the real Amber, the one who still misses her mum, and hates the world for taking her away. It doesn’t help that most of her memories of Jacqui are bad ones. Like the smell of her after a day on the booze. All fumes and vomit. Or how Jacqui would curl up and cry when Tyler stormed out after an argument, her face a mix of blood and blue skin where he’d hit her. And then that final time.

Jess was a bit luckier than Amber. Being a year and half older means she still remembers Jacqui before she met Tyler. They were never a family like the Roses. Single mum on benefits, two young girls from different fathers, vodka in Jacqui’s coffee mug most breakfasts. But they laughed a lot back then. Jess was too young to notice how their life differed from other families, and her mum always seemed happy. Even after everything Jess’s dad had put her through, and then having another baby all by herself. They’d been through tough times and survived them.

But then Tyler came along. And despite everything he did to her, Jacqui couldn’t stop loving him. Until he killed her. On 14th August 2016, when Team GB won five gold medals at the Rio Olympics, Tyler celebrated with six bottles of Desperado and then beat their mother to death.

Ever since then, Jess and Amber have only had each other.

Jess shuffles closer to her sister. ‘Well, you can see where Lucy gets her rank looks from then,’ she says.

Amber smiles. Reaches into her bag and pulls out a joint. Lights it up and takes a long toke. ‘Yeah, two pale-faced bitches,’ she says, passing the joint to Jess. ‘I wonder who’d miss them.’




THE NIGHT SHE DIES

Friday 3rd May

Rachel

‘The first session is always the hardest,’ I say softly. It’s not necessarily true – the real issues can sometimes take a while to emerge – but I feel an urge to reassure Mrs Gray. The meeting went on for over an hour, two social workers and an assortment of other professionals crowded around her small living room, and she didn’t move from the arm of the sofa. Perched on her sit bones, knees glued together, hands interlinked in her lap. And Mr Gray didn’t hide his resentment as he watched the proceedings from the armchair.

‘I wish this was the last session,’ she murmurs as she leads me towards her front door. ‘In fact, I wish it hadn’t come to this at all. It was such a stupid thing to do, but it won’t happen again. I scared myself more than I scared Dylan, I’m sure of it.’

‘I’m sure too,’ I say. And I mean it. I know that a momentary loss of control might not even register with a 3-year-old, yet it could haunt a mother forever. But it shouldn’t be ignored either. Especially when her outburst happened in the playground of her older children’s school. I want to reach for her hand, to show her that I’m on her side, and I would have done once upon a time. But we’re too professional for physical contact these days.

‘I’m sure it must feel overwhelming,’ I say. ‘All these strangers in your house. But we really do just want to help you and Shane get through this. A diagnosis of autism is a lot to take in, for any family. And especially with other children to think about. Use us, our expertise,’ I urge. ‘The community support team is all about prevention, and I promise we’re here to make things easier for you, not harder.’

‘Thank you,’ she whispers, blinking away a tear.

My colleagues have already left, so I use the opportunity to break with protocol. I rest my hand on her arm, and she gives me a grateful smile.

‘Maybe we could do with some help,’ she admits quietly.

It’s at moments like this that I wish I was still a regular social worker. Working directly with families. But at least my promotion within LCSS means I get to train other social workers to do this job – and support them at initial meetings like this from time to time. I push my lips together to stop myself from giving Mrs Gray my phone number, and return her smile instead. ‘And that, right there, shows how strong you are,’ I say. ‘Dylan’s lucky to have you.’

I can feel my phone vibrating in my pocket, so I quickly say goodbye and slip outside. It’s a withheld number, but that’s not unusual – all our office phones are – so I click to accept the call.

‘Is that Mrs Rose? Um, sorry, I mean Ms Salter, Lucy Rose’s mum? I’m calling from Lord Frederick’s.’

My daughters’ school. I feel a prickly sensation on my skin. ‘What’s happened?’

‘Lucy is fine. Well, sort of. She’s not injured,’ she clarifies, her voice sounding more rattled with each word. ‘There’s been an incident,’ she finally settles on. ‘Ms Munroe wondered if you could come in?’

I screw my eyes closed and focus on breathing until the urge to cry recedes. ‘What incident?’

‘I think it’s better if Ms Munroe explains in person,’ the voice says. ‘Could you make it here for four o’clock?’

I look at my watch: 3.30 p.m. The Grays’ house is in Cowley to the south of Oxford. It’s a forty-minute drive home, but the school is closer. ‘Yes, fine,’ I say. Then I race to my car and head for the dual carriageway.

‘Thank you for coming in today, Ms Salter.’ The head teacher gestures to the chair opposite her desk.

‘The woman I spoke to said something’s happened to Lucy,’ I start, lowering down until I feel the thin cushion. ‘Is it to do with the bullying?’ I want her to say no. I’d even prefer her to tell me that Lucy has been misbehaving. But I know that’s just wishful thinking.

Ms Munroe sighs. ‘Possibly, yes.’

‘Possibly?’

‘Lucy had netball practice during lunchbreak. When she got back to the changing room, her sports bag wasn’t there.’ She pauses, swallows. ‘Someone had emptied its contents over the lawn, and um, hung her school clothes on the surrounding trees.’

‘What?’ My heart rate ticks up. ‘All her things?’

‘Yes.’ She sighs heavily. Ms Munroe is the archetypal smart headmistress – cropped hair, fitted suit, sensible shoes – but she looks uncomfortable now. ‘And I’m afraid that includes underwear. Lucy had changed into a sports bra for netball, and apparently there was also a spare pair of knickers in her bag. You know, just in case.’

I look away. Imagine the shame of collecting up those items with all her peers watching on, laughing, filming no doubt. The room starts to sway. I take a deep breath.

‘Most of the students were very kind apparently,’ Ms Munroe continues, reading her mind. ‘Helped Lucy gather up her things. Of course there were a few who found it funny, but they have been dealt with.’

A burst of rage rattles through me and I push hard on my knees to control it. Those stupid little bitches.

‘Her shirt had a small tear, from a branch I presume,’ the head teacher goes on. ‘But I appreciate this won’t be your main concern.’ Her voice drifts away.

‘And what are you doing about it?’ My tone is clipped, acidic. So unlike my normal voice that I hardly recognise it. ‘I assume those girls, Amber Walsh and Jess Scott, were behind it?’

Ms Munroe leans back in her chair and moves a pencil a few centimetres to the right. ‘Lucy believes so. But no one saw them do it.’

I want to shout that of course they wouldn’t, that those girls have already proven themselves too clever for that. Like the photo that went round the school, Lucy crying in the loos, taken over the door of the cubicle. Everyone saw it, but no one had a clue where it came from. Supposedly.

‘And both Jessica Scott and Amber Walsh have denied involvement.’

‘And you believe them?’ My voice is squeaky now.

‘No,’ she says carefully. ‘But I don’t not believe them either. Without any proof, I can’t apportion blame.’

Breathe. ‘But there have been plenty of incidents before this one. I’ve been telling the school for two months that those girls are bullying Lucy. And that Lucy is so petrified of them, she struggles to go to school some days.’

‘I know.’ Ms Munroe nods her head. ‘But when I speak to Jessica and Amber about it, they promise it’s just a misunderstanding, that they’re trying to make friends with Lucy. And Lucy herself blows hot and cold. Sometimes she says there’s nothing to it.’

‘Only when they’ve scared her half to death, for fuck’s sake!’

Ms Munroe releases a gasp of disapproval. I ram my lips together. ‘I’m sorry,’ I stutter. ‘That was inappropriate. But you have to understand how tough it’s been for my family over the last few months. Watching our once happy child withdraw into herself. And now this, her underwear on display. Do you realise how upsetting that is for a 15-year-old girl?’ My eyes feel hot. But I mustn’t cry, lose focus. I owe Lucy this, and so much more. ‘You know what, we’ve had enough of your inaction. If you don’t punish those girls, I’m going to take this issue to the governors.’

Ms Munroe’s expression hardens. ‘I can’t punish them without proof.’

‘Of course it was them! Unless you have other toxic children in your school?!’ I know I’m going too far, but I can’t stop myself. How can she be so blind? How can she sit on the fence when the chasm between the abusers and the victim is so vast?

‘I’m not sure how much you know about Jessica and Amber,’ she starts.

And there it is. Their constant get-out-of-jail-free card. The same context that put my relationship with Lucy into freefall for a while. ‘I understand they live with foster carers,’ I say.

‘That’s right. And this is their second long-term foster family. And a new, very different part of the county for them. I can’t share any details, but they’ve suffered significant loss. And now they’re having to rebuild their lives for a second time. New family, new school.’

‘I agree that’s very sad, but it doesn’t give them carte blanche to …’

‘I understand that Lucy is your priority, Ms Salter,’ she cuts in. ‘But I thought you’d have a bit more sympathy for their circumstances.’

‘Because I’m a social worker?’ I spit out.

‘I suppose I imagined that you’d be more aware of how scarred children like Jessica and Amber can be. And that disruptive behaviour is really a cry for help.’

I wish I could scream the truth.

Of course I’m aware, you cold-hearted jobsworth. And yes, it’s true that I feel like I’m betraying my profession every time this rage builds up. But understanding why those girls are bullying Lucy doesn’t make their actions any less vile. Any less damaging to my child.

‘They terrorise Lucy,’ I say, breaking eye contact. ‘And now this, today. Utter humiliation. Whatever has happened to them, this is not acceptable.’

‘Of course it’s not,’ Ms Munroe snaps. Then she sighs. ‘And whether they’re responsible for today’s incident or not, I agree that we need to address the issue, for everyone’s sake. So I’m going to contact their social worker, talk to her about the bullying. That will be a strong message to the girls that they need to leave Lucy alone.’

I sit back in my chair and wonder who their social worker is. The foster team are part of Children’s Services too, and based in the same building as me, two floors above. But we rarely interact, and I’m not sure I know any of their names. It’s strange, I suppose, that we keep such distance from each other. But perhaps not. If we need to involve their team, it means we’ve failed at keeping a family together.

‘And do you really think that will stop them?’ I ask.

‘The girls are happy at Lord Frederick’s – they both told me that – so they won’t want to risk things not working out. I’m sure escalating this to their social worker will bring an end to it for good.’

‘I hope so,’ I murmur. ‘Because this really needs to stop.’




THE NIGHT SHE DIES

Friday 3rd May

Rachel

The only person who uses the front door of our house is the postman, so I walk down the narrow driveway to the side door. As I step through the small flagstone porch into the open-plan living area, there’s a sense of stillness. I’m pretty sure both girls are here, but they’ll be holed up in their rooms, and I feel a momentary pang for the chaos that used to engulf me when I got home from work – tight hugs from Lucy, Milla talking me through her day at breakneck speed, our au pair Anya interjecting whenever Milla’s account veered too far into fantasy. That period came with its problems too – exhaustion, compromise, moving seamlessly from professional social worker to domestic slave – but I did feel in control of my daughters’ lives back then. Able to make a tangible difference.

Unlike now. Now I just get to sit on the side-lines and hope my pep talks and silent prayers are enough.

Although I can’t use that as an excuse for my delay in helping Lucy. That was entirely down to my own distorted beliefs.

It was the last night of the Christmas holidays when Lucy first confided in us about the bullying. We were all in a grump – Milla facing her A-level mock exams, Matt militant in his mission to remove every last fragment of tinsel – so I didn’t think much about Lucy seeming even quieter than usual. But when I suggested she get an early night before school, she burst into tears, and pleaded for us not to make her go back. It was so out of character – the outpouring of emotion as much as the request itself – that it was a shock. When the tears dried up, she told Matt and me what had been going on. That from a few weeks into the autumn term, the new girl in her year – Jess Scott – and her younger sister Amber had been picking on Lucy.

We should have told the school straight away, but Lucy mentioned that the girls were in foster care, and my social worker instincts took over. I told her to remember they were new to the school and that they deserved some time to settle in. To my shame, I even asked Lucy to remember how lucky she was compared to them, having a family to confide in. She listened too, went back after Christmas with an instinct to forgive, but it didn’t work. The bullying continued. When Lucy started claiming sickness to avoid going to school, I realised how much I’d let her down.

So I contacted her form tutor. Then her head of year. They said all the right things – that they would deal with it, investigate, punish the girls, stop the bullying. But nothing changed. And now this. Lucy having to disentangle her knickers and bra from a tree in front of half the school. I can’t bear to think how traumatising that must have been for her.

I open the fridge door and reach for a can of Coke. I’m due out tonight with some girlfriends but I half think I should cancel, hang out with Lucy instead. Milla has her best friend’s eighteenth birthday party tonight, so she won’t be around. Matt is due back in the next couple of hours, and normally that would work perfectly – while we love the girls equally, our natural fault line has always been Matt and Lucy, Milla and me. But after a long flight back from Thailand – international travel being one of the perks of his new job – Matt will probably need to crash. And I hate the thought of Lucy being alone tonight.

I take a long sip and head up the stairs. I knock on Lucy’s bedroom door, wait a few seconds, then push it open. She’s lying on her bed, headphones on, staring at the ceiling.

‘I don’t want to talk about it.’ There are two pink spots shining on Lucy’s pale cheeks, and I hope it’s not shame.

I hesitate for a moment, then drop down at the end of her bed. I’m careful not to touch her – the days when Lucy demanded tight hugs are long gone – but I’m not giving up that easily. ‘Why didn’t you call me?’ I ask gently, trying not to think about my hour at the Grays’, and how I would have ignored my phone until the meeting had finished.

‘I can fight my own battles.’ Silence hangs in the air; both of us trying to push aside the mounting evidence that she can’t.

‘How are you feeling now?’ I say instead.

Her eyes dart towards me. ‘How do you think? My knickers were hanging off a fucking tree.’

I’m not prudish about swearing – living with Milla would make that difficult – but it’s rare to hear it coming from Lucy, and the harsh word jolts me. ‘It might help to talk about it,’ I say tentatively. The line between supportive and prying is always thin with teenagers but right now it feels like gossamer.

She stares at me for a moment, as though weighing up whether to let go of her emotions, and I silently plead for her to remember who I am – her strongest advocate. But it doesn’t work.

‘No.’ Her mouth strains with the effort of not crying. I reach for her hand, but she yanks it away from my outstretched fingers and whips her body over to face the wall. As I stare at her back, her shoulders hunched with tension, a wave of fury towards those two girls washes over me again. I want to tell Lucy how much I hate them. How I dream of ripping every layer of skin off their smug faces. But of course I can’t do that.

‘Munroe said your shirt ripped on a branch,’ I choose. ‘Shall I see if I can fix it?’

‘I threw it away.’

I frown. Not because I care about the shirt, but it feels out of character. ‘Why did you do that? It would be easy to sew up.’

‘Just drop it, okay, Mum?’

My heart kicks up a gear. ‘Is there a reason you didn’t want me to see it? Did it definitely rip on a tree? You know, if one of them has a knife, you need to tell Munroe.’

‘What, for her to not believe me again? To take their side, like always?’

‘She didn’t today, at least not totally,’ I say. ‘I think she’s starting to get it. She told me that she’s going to speak to their social worker, and that’s actually a big deal.’ Lucy rolls onto her back and a look of mild interest appears on her face. It spurs me on. ‘With children in foster care, the social worker takes on a lot of the traditional parents’ responsibilities. Including discipline.’

Lucy’s interest vanishes. ‘Discipline? Like being grounded for a few days?’ She shakes her head in disgust. ‘The only way I’ll be free of them is if they’re expelled, and Munroe’s too under their spell for that.’

I bite my lip. I’ve been a social worker for twenty-five years and a belief in rehabilitation, in second and third and fourth chances, is inbuilt. But vulnerable children have never been my enemy before. ‘I could ask around at work. Find out who their social worker is, explain how bad it is.’

Fear sprouts on Lucy’s face. ‘No, you can’t do that. If Amber found out, she’d tell everyone that I was using my mum to get her in trouble. Then she’d get you fired. Like that boy did with Dad.’

‘What? This is completely different. Why would you say that?’ It’s been over two years since that hand grenade was launched at our family, a male student at the school Matt used to teach at accusing him of assault. Things are back on an even keel now, but it was a difficult time, and I don’t need reminding of it today.

Lucy turns to look at me, her expression darkening. ‘Dad’s life was almost destroyed because some boy decided he didn’t like him, and then caused him shitloads of trouble. That sound familiar?’

Guilt flares inside me. Because she’s got a point. But when Matt faced the accusation, followed by suspension from the job he loved, I was only outraged. I didn’t ask him to show compassion for the boy, even though there were probably challenges in his life too. Is it because Amber and Jess are in the social care system so their disadvantage is more obvious? Or because I expect more empathy from Lucy than her father?

‘I know it must feel like things can’t get any worse at the moment,’ I say, trying to lift my mood as much as hers. ‘But we’ve got a bank holiday weekend ahead of us, all together, and things might not seem so bad by Tuesday.’

‘I’m not 6 anymore, Mum. You can’t make everything better with an ice-cream.’

‘Hey, guys. Is this a private argument, or can anyone join in?’

I twist my head towards the door. ‘Hey, Milla.’ While Lucy looks like me – pale-skinned, blue-eyed, ash-blonde hair – Milla is all Matt. Taller, broader, with hazel eyes and thick auburn hair. And with her stronger colouring comes a fiercer temperament too. Milla turned 18 in March, and one of the first things she did was get a tattoo on her wrist. An infinity symbol to represent the number of barriers she’s going to break down in her lifetime.

‘I heard what went down at school today,’ Milla says. ‘Honestly, Luce, you just say the word, and I will hunt those bitches down.’

Milla and Lucy’s relationship is hard to define. They’re not close – they’re too different for that – and they live quite separate lives. But there’s something unspoken between them. An underlying bond that transcends the day-to-day. And I can hear that emotion in Milla’s voice now.

‘Thanks, but I’ve got this,’ Lucy murmurs with a new steeliness. I wonder what she means by that, but Milla seems to accept it.

‘Good,’ she says approvingly. Then she turns to me. ‘When’s Dad back?’

‘Around eight,’ I say. ‘Will you have left by then?’ Milla’s best friend, Ava, turned 18 three days ago, and she’s going big with the celebrations. Marquee in the garden, most of their year invited to the party, Ava’s older brother Charlie on the decks.

‘Yeah, I’m going out at seven, helping Ava with last-minute stuff.’

‘Okay, well, don’t get too drunk.’

‘It’s my best mate’s eighteenth. Of course I’m going to get drunk.’

‘Don’t you have exams in a few weeks?’ I ask, more meekly than I planned.

‘Yeah, so?’ She releases a dramatic sigh. ‘And anyway, Felix will be there, so I’ll need a drink.’

‘You two still haven’t made up?’ I ask. Milla and Felix started dating in Year 11 and have been a surprisingly solid couple over the last two years. But all that changed a few weeks ago when Milla announced that he was a fucking dick, and their relationship was over. Felix has been the archetypal lovelorn teenager ever since, begging for her to reconsider, but so far Milla isn’t budging. And the rest of us have no idea what caused the rift.

Her eyes blaze with indignation. ‘Not now, not ever.’

I sigh. It’s probably for the best with them going off to different universities in September. ‘Well, I hope you manage to have fun despite him.’ I turn back to Lucy. ‘I was supposed to be going out too, but I’m very happy to stay—.’

‘No,’ she cuts in. ‘I meant it when I said I’ve got this. And that starts with you not changing your plans.’

I hesitate, then nod – both grateful and crushed – and head towards my room.
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I push my finger into the centre of the poppadom and listen to the crack as it fragments. Then I pan out and take in the other noises around the restaurant. The clinking of cutlery against dishes. The buzz of conversation – made louder and more enthusiastic by the pints of Cobra beer most people seem to be drinking.

I’m here with Annie, Lou, Charlotte and Kate. The five of us became friends at the St Andrew’s Primary School gates, close to fourteen years ago. And while the kids becoming more independent has meant we’ve drifted apart, we still make an effort to meet for a curry every couple of months. Usually I love these nights out – especially as we always go to the Indian restaurant at the bottom of the high street, ten minutes from my house – but I can’t relax this evening. They say a mum is only as happy as their least happy child, so perhaps it’s no wonder I’m struggling to enjoy myself.

It doesn’t help that Annie is Felix’s mum, and he’s her golden boy.

‘It’s such a shame that our two split up, isn’t it?’ she says mournfully. ‘You know, I’m sure Felix would love to get back together with Milla. Do you think he has a chance?’

I hesitate. Not now, not ever. I don’t want to lie to Annie, but I don’t want to offend her either. And I know how sensitive we can all be about our children. ‘Milla’s very much a closed book with me,’ I say carefully. ‘But I think they respect each other well enough to work things out amicably.’

‘Yes, I think so too,’ Annie says, although I detect some disappointment in her voice.

‘How’s Lucy?’ Charlotte pipes up as she reaches across me to dunk her poppadom in the mango chutney. ‘Last time we met up, you said she was being bullied? A couple of mean girls from the estate?’

I take a gulp of my pint. I feel disloyal discussing Lucy’s problems with my friends, but I can’t pretend everything is fine. ‘She’s not great,’ I admit as I place the glass back down. ‘And the two girls are sisters, in Lucy’s year and the one below. But Munroe called me in today about it, and I’m hoping this is the beginning of the end.’

‘What’s Munroe going to do?’ Charlotte asks.

‘Talk to their social worker. Hopefully he or she will read them the riot act.’

‘They’ve got a social worker?’ Annie cuts in. ‘So they’ve been in trouble before?’

I shake my head. ‘No, not trouble. At least, not that I know of. They’ve got a social worker because they’re in foster care.’

‘Not those two girls staying with Molly and Bill Wainwright?’ Charlotte asks, dropping her voice and taking a quick glance over each shoulder to check no one’s eavesdropping. ‘I know the Wainwrights from church – they’re an amazing couple. Well into their sixties, and still fostering kids. One girl’s tall with ginger hair, and the other’s small and dark.’

‘I’m not sure where they live, but yes, that sounds right.’

‘I didn’t realise they were sisters,’ Charlotte muses, wrinkling her brow in confusion. ‘They don’t look anything like each other.’

‘Probably different fathers,’ Annie surmises. ‘It’s not exactly unheard of with, you know …’ She tails off, but I know what she was thinking. With people like them. I shift in my chair. Annie is a good friend in many ways, always generous with favours, but our values are miles apart.

‘So where’s their mother?’ Lou asks.

‘I don’t know the details, but from something Munroe said, I think she might have died,’ I say softly.

‘Gosh,’ Lou stutters. ‘No father around, then your mother dies. Those poor children.’

‘Who are making Lucy’s life a misery,’ I remind everyone.

‘Yes, of course,’ Annie says, squeezing my hand across the table and nodding. ‘And I hate to say it, but children from troubled backgrounds are often the worst offenders. I can see how your gorgeous, gentle Lucy is no match for them.’

I feel a sting of irritation at that, but I don’t know why. In our family we talk, we listen, we walk away from conflict. So why does some primeval part of me wish Lucy would just whack the pair of them?

‘But why have they singled Lucy out?’ Kate asks. ‘She’s hardly the antagonistic type.’

I sigh. ‘Apparently Amber – that’s the younger one, and the ringleader – says that Lucy rejected her sister when she tried to befriend her at the start of the year, but Lucy doesn’t even remember Jess trying to talk to her. And she’s not the type to behave that way.’

‘Lucy is quiet though, shy. Could that be mistaken as standoffishness?’ Lou asks gently.

‘And didn’t Lucy’s best friend move to Wales over the summer?’ Annie adds. ‘I imagine she was quite glum at the start of the school year. Maybe she brushed this girl off without realising it.’

It’s true that Lucy was devastated when Bronwen and her family moved to Cardiff, to be near David’s ageing parents after living in Chinnor for most of Bronwen’s life. The girls sat next to each other in Reception class at St Andrew’s, and that sparked a friendship that aged and strengthened over the following decade – until Bronwen left. But I still can’t see Lucy taking her own issues out on a new girl.

‘Maybe,’ I say with a shrug. Suddenly I’m desperate to change the subject. Either that or throw down my napkin and race back home to my daughter. But I know that would be a mistake. Matt will be home by now, and he’s always been more on her wavelength than me. ‘Anyway, enough about my problems,’ I say, plastering on a smile. ‘How’s A-level revision going?’ And it has the required effect because a collective groan echoes around the table.

As I look at Matt’s car butted up against mine in the driveway, I wonder whether he’ll be awake. And if he is, what kind of mood he’ll be in.

Being accused of assault by a student can be career suicide for a teacher, and that’s the way things were going for Matt initially. He was suspended by his school, and later had his licence to teach revoked. So we were both hugely relieved when he was offered a job at Lionheart Education – a group of private British day schools overseas – by an old university acquaintance. The money was better, and as the role, Director of English Studies, involved minimal contact with students, he didn’t need a teaching licence.

The job also involves visiting their schools around the world, which, secretly, was an additional relief for me. Some breathing space. Matt is a good man, and we have a strong marriage. But people deal with adversity in different ways, and I bore the brunt of his frustration. Matt has always liked a tidy house, but his obsession rocketed during those long months in limbo – waiting for the court case that never even materialised, because, just four weeks before the trial date, the only witness admitted they’d lied. Matt isn’t the type to shout, but he’d sulk for days over the smallest thing, and it was exhausting.

But things are much better now. And we’ve got a three-day weekend ahead of us, including the village fun day on Monday. I’m really looking forward to some quality family time.

‘Hello?’ I call out as I push open the back door. In the silence, I can hear a slight slur in my voice, and it makes me wish I hadn’t agreed to the third pint. Especially as I want to do my usual Saturday morning trail run tomorrow, a ten-kilometre route along the Ridgeway. As I reach for a water glass, I notice that the drainer is clear of pans, and today’s post that I dropped on the side has disappeared. It’s more proof that my husband is back, but there’s no response to my greeting, so I walk into the living area. And there he is. Sparko on the sofa.

I kneel down by his side. ‘Hey,’ I whisper, nudging him gently. ‘Time for bed.’

He groans in his sleep, then shifts onto his side. It’s a long sofa, easy for him to lie out straight without the threat of a cricked neck. And he looks so comfortable. Maybe it’s pointless trying to move him. I pull the throw off the back of the sofa and lay it over him. Then I kiss him lightly on his cheek, and head upstairs.

It’s only 10.45, so Milla won’t be back for a while, but Lucy will be asleep, and I need to see her before I can relax. Maybe even sneak in a clandestine hug without her conscious enough to reject me. I push on her bedroom door and stumble forwards in the darkness, slowly, waiting for my eyes to adjust.

But there’s something wrong. I can sense it.

I run my hand over her duvet, feel its smooth uniformity.

I flick on Lucy’s bedside light. My chest swells.

The room is empty.
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‘Matt, Matt, wake up!’ I shake my husband. His eyelids flicker open. A millisecond of confusion and then he rubs his eyes.

‘What is it?’ he asks. ‘What’s wrong?’

‘Where’s Lucy? Did she go out? Did she tell you where she was going?’

‘Hey, slow down,’ he says, pushing up to sitting. ‘Lucy’s upstairs. She went to bed ages ago; said she wanted an early night.’

‘No, she didn’t!’ I screech. Then I pause, take a breath. I need to calm down, to think straight. ‘Or maybe she did, but she’s not there now. Where would she go? Did she mention anything? Meeting a friend?’

I can almost see the news sinking into Matt’s consciousness, slipping in via his pores. Matt’s looks have never suited his personality. He’s dark and brawny. Long hours cycling through the Chiltern Hills have honed his muscles but haven’t tapered his wide frame. And his square jaw, shaven head and thick eyebrows make him look thuggish. But his appearance disguises who he really is. A clever, thoughtful, disciplined man. Despite his jet lag, he will be assessing the situation, considering the multitude of possible explanations for Lucy’s absence – the innocent and the worrying – at breakneck speed.

‘No, not a word,’ he answers, running his hand along his smooth head, a familiar coping mechanism. ‘She was quiet when I first got home, distracted. But not hostile. I’d got your message, about not pushing her about
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