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Chapter 1

Rebecca

Before – October 2019

Leaves skittered across the pebbled drive, the wind barrelling into us as we got out of the car and stared up at the house before us. The autumn afternoon sky was dark, the branches on the trees like outstretched fingers reaching towards the clouds, and the sea raged in the background, crashing against the cliffs beyond. Blackwater House, a place I never thought I’d see again.

I took a deep breath. The air was full of salt and the promise of rain, and I caught the sound of a seagull screeching on the wind. It had been more than fifteen years since I left this village, fifteen years of building a new life and trying to forget the old one. And now I was back, with my new family in tow, and I wondered if the ghosts of my past would be hiding in the shadows of our new home.

‘We used to say this house was haunted,’ I said, peering up at the darkened windows of the house before us. ‘That a mean old woman lived here. We used to see her staring at us from the upstairs windows. They said she was a witch.’ I regarded my fiancé out of the corner of my eye as he stepped up beside me.

‘Poor woman,’ Daniel said, laughing. ‘I’m sure she was just lonely.’

He has no idea, I thought as I watched him stride towards the front door, overgrown plants reaching across the path to snatch at his trousers. I thought of Gwen then, the one we’d called a witch, who had turned out to be my guardian angel. She hadn’t been a witch, of course, and she hadn’t been lonely either. She’d loved living in this house, tending the gardens and watching the birds dance across the sky, diving down to the ocean below. Blackwater House had been her sanctuary, and I hoped we would be as happy here as she had been.

Ava, my fourteen-year-old stepdaughter, sidled up beside me, one earphone in, mouth working on a wad of chewing gum. ‘Is it really haunted?’ she asked, blowing a bubble. ‘It just looks like a shithole.’

I frowned. ‘Language. And no, of course it’s not haunted. It was just a silly story we used to scare ourselves with. The woman who owned it was actually very kind.’

‘So kind she had no one else to leave it to?’ Daniel said over his shoulder. ‘No friends or family?’ I frowned, opening my mouth to reply when Ava spoke again.

‘I don’t like ghosts.’ Ava gave a shudder and I put an arm around her shoulders, forgetting how young she still was. She’d shot up in the past year, her long legs making her almost as tall as me, her child’s body slowly turning into that of a young woman, but she was still so young, so innocent. She still needed me – us – to protect her.

‘There’s no such thing,’ I said, squeezing her before letting go and following Daniel into the house. But ghosts do exist, just not in the form she imagined. They’ve been haunting me my entire life.

 

I closed the front door and leaned against it, swiping an arm across my forehead. It was early October and the house was freezing cold, but I’d worked up a sweat helping bring everything into the house, while Daniel lounged on the sofa and Ava unpacked the boxes in her new bedroom.

‘Just leave it, darling,’ he’d said as I helped one of the movers carry the dining table in through the French doors. ‘This is what we’re paying them for.’ He gave a huff of laughter and turned back to his phone, thumbs flying over the keypad. The mover had raised an eyebrow at Daniel’s words and I tried to hide my smile.

But now, finally, we were in, and I could start unpacking, filling Blackwater House with our lives. It felt strangely normal to cross the threshold of this place, as if I’d come home after many years away.

Ava stomped down the stairs and I smiled brightly at her. ‘How’s the new room, sweetie?’

She frowned. ‘It smells funny.’

‘That’s just because it’s new to you. It’ll soon start to smell like home.’ I pushed off the door, wiping my hands on my jeans. ‘How about some dinner?’

‘Can we order pizza?’ she asked, jumping down the last step and landing on the floorboards with a bang.

‘Careful! That’s real wood flooring,’ Daniel called from the sofa.

‘I don’t think anywhere delivers around here,’ I said.

Ava grimaced. ‘Where the hell have you brought me?’

‘There’s a pizza place on the corner,’ Daniel said, poking his head round the door. ‘It’s not far – we could go and collect it.’

I peered out at the darkening sky, the clouds heavy with rain. ‘It must be new. There weren’t any takeaways in the village when I was growing up. Do you think they do gluten-free?’

Daniel was scrolling through his phone again, cursing the lack of signal. Our broadband hadn’t been connected yet, and it appeared that this village was still a black spot for modern technology. ‘Ah!’ he said after a moment. ‘Here we are. Yes, they do, and they have a separate oven for it too. You just have to ring up in advance.’ He smiled at me as if he’d just won a prize. ‘What do you fancy?’

While Daniel ordered dinner, I went into the room across the hall, which would be my office and library. I opened up a box labelled BOOKS and smiled as I pulled them out. I’d been collecting books since I was a child, though most of them had been left in my mother’s house when her boyfriend had kicked me out, and I’ve managed to build up my collection over the years. Last Christmas, Ava bought me a bundle of Goosebumps books, which we’d then started reading together on weekends. I’ve always loved our time together – Saturday morning shopping and slow Sunday afternoons. Now we were in Cornwall, we would have even more time together when Daniel travelled back up to London on the sleeper train for work. I couldn’t wait.

I smiled as I stood in the middle of the room. It had been a sitting room when Gwen lived here, the shelves in the alcoves full of books. I wondered where they all were, who had cleared out Gwen’s things. Someone must have emptied the house before today, everything packed up and taken to the dump or given to charity. She’d probably set aside some money for the house to be cleared, not wanting to leave it to me to organise. She was like that: thoughtful, considerate. She’d given me the gift of Blackwater House, and the burden of it. But I was excited to get started on our renovation plans.

Although the room needed some work, I already loved it, with its high ceilings and dark wood floors, and I’d already decided how I would decorate. I’d ordered a sofa in dusky pink, which would go perfectly with a dark green ceiling and warm white walls. I would get some gold fittings and had already bought the light, which would hang from the beautiful ceiling rose. There was a huge bay window overlooking the driveway and front garden, which was currently overgrown and rather bleak, but I imagined would look beautiful in the spring. I’d ordered a few bookcases, a coffee table, and two tub chairs, all of which were stacked against the wall, waiting to be assembled, along with a desk, which would go in front of the bay window.

I’d been working as an editor and ghost-writer for years, ever since Ava started school and I’d had more time to fill. I didn’t really need to work, as Daniel made enough for us to live comfortably, but I enjoyed it, losing myself in each manuscript as I had lost myself in stories as a child. And it allowed me to build up a healthy savings pot, which also meant I could take a few months off to focus on turning Blackwater House into a home.

I grabbed the toolbox from the hallway and got to work on the furniture, stopping when Daniel came in to tell me the pizzas were ready to collect. I pushed the two assembled chairs against the wall and he moved into the room, running a hand over the back of the one closest to him. ‘Why don’t you stay here, grab a shower?’ he suggested. ‘I’m sure you could do with freshening up.’ I glanced at my reflection in the mirror and smoothed a hand over my messy hair. ‘Ava and I will brave the weather,’ he added with a grin. The grey clouds had turned darker and now rain lashed at the windows.

‘She’ll be furious if her hair gets messed up,’ I warned, turning back to him. ‘There should be an umbrella in one of the boxes in the hallway. Try the one closest to the stairs?’

He rummaged around, crying ‘Aha!’ and lifting it in triumph before calling up the stairs for Ava. ‘I’ll bring back a bottle of wine,’ he said, shrugging on his coat. ‘To celebrate our new home.’

I wasn’t sure the pizza place or the village shop, if it was open, would have the kind of wine Daniel was used to, but I didn’t say anything. Instead I smiled. ‘Good idea, darling. See you soon.’

The door slammed shut behind them, making the lights flicker, and a memory of the first time I’d been inside this house came back to me. It had been raining then too, my hair and clothes drenched as I’d stood shivering in the hallway, a puddle forming beneath my feet. A warm September day had brought thunderstorms in the evening, the sky turning from a light reddish gold to deep grey. The front garden had been overgrown even then, weeds and thorns tangling together, the grass knee-high, the trees standing like guards to the east. Such a contrast to the back garden, which was orderly and tended. It was almost as if she wanted to warn people away from Blackwater House. But I had found my way through, and it was then that I’d learned the name of the witch who lived here, the woman whose house we’d thrown eggs at on Halloween and whose door we’d knocked on before running away and hiding in the hedges.

But, on that September evening, I wasn’t trying to disappear. I was fifteen, cold and wet and bleeding. I needed help, and Gwen – kind, generous Gwen, not the witch I had once imagined – was the only one to give it to me.

Shaking myself out of my memories, I headed upstairs. I grabbed a towel and my toiletry bag from an open box in our bedroom before stripping off and padding into the en suite. The tiles were cold beneath my feet and I wondered if we could have underfloor heating installed, a luxury I had gotten used to in our previous house. The shower was probably older than me, and it took a while for me to find the right temperature, but I sighed as the warm water hit my skin, melting the knots from between my shoulder blades. As I was rinsing the conditioner from my hair, I heard a door slam downstairs, and smiled.

‘That was quick!’ I called out, but I couldn’t hear a response over the sound of the water. I stepped out of the shower, wrapping the towel around me, and hurried into the bedroom to get dressed. I tore open a box labelled REBECCA’S CLOTHES, grabbed the first things I could find and threw them on before heading back downstairs. The hallway was empty, but wet footprints tracked across the floor towards the kitchen. I pushed open the door, expecting to find Daniel and Ava sat at the breakfast bar, pizza boxes open in front of them, but there was nobody there. The room was a mess, with boxes everywhere, some torn open and half-emptied, and a memory of my childhood kitchen flashed into my mind: the filthy counters, the dirty dishes piled in the sink. It’s not the same, I told myself, turning away. You’ve only just moved in. It’s not dirty, just untidy.

I heard a noise and jumped. ‘Hello?’ I called, the sound echoing in the empty hall. What if there was an intruder? I glanced around for a weapon and found a large torch sitting on top of an open box beside the understairs cupboard. After picking it up and switching it on, I crept down the hall and pushed open the living room door, the beam lighting my way. The room was freezing, the sea air blasting in through the open patio doors at the back. Frowning, I hurried across the room to close them, my teeth chattering with the cold, but before I could get there the doors slammed shut and I jumped again, staring wide-eyed at the woman in the glass before realising it was my own reflection.





Chapter 10

Rebecca

Before – November 2019

‘Ashleigh.’ I stared at her as her eyes swept around the room before she settled her gaze on me.

‘Nice place,’ she remarked, her eyes glittering. ‘When did you move back?’

‘Why are you here?’ I demanded, ignoring her question. ‘How did you know I was here?’

‘You know what this place is like,’ she said with a chuckle. ‘News travels. And when you didn’t show your face, I thought I’d better come to you.’ Her eyes darkened and I suddenly remembered the last time I saw her, the fire in her eyes when I’d screamed at her to leave me alone. I’d tried not to think about my sister since I left her behind in Cornwall to build a new one. Out of sight, and almost out of mind.

She looked so different now. Her dirty blonde hair was long and wavy, darkened from the rain, and she was taller than me. Her skin was pale, cheeks and nose reddened from the cold, and her eyes glittered like the ocean beneath the setting sun. She rubbed her hands together and grinned at me, and suddenly she was that little girl again, the child I left behind. ‘’Tis bleddy freezing in here,’ she said. ‘Don’t you have any heating?’

I hadn’t realised how the house had grown cold around me. I unlocked my phone and opened the app to turn up the heating, mercifully fixed by the plumber, before folding my arms across my chest and staring at her. Seeing her again was like seeing a ghost, and I wasn’t ready for it. I shook myself again. I couldn’t let myself go back there. I couldn’t let myself remember. ‘How did you get in?’ I demanded, aware of how I sounded, unable to change it.

She cocked her head, staring at me. ‘I’m here to see you,’ she said, and I felt a shiver as my eyes locked with hers. Then she smiled again and the moment was broken. ‘And the door was open. I know this is Cornwall, Becks, but you really should be more careful.’

‘My name is Rebecca.’ My words were like a whip but she didn’t react. She was still staring at me, a strand of hair falling in front of her face. When she spoke, it sounded as if her voice was coming from inside my own head.

‘Mum’s dead.’

The words hit me like a wave of cold water. ‘Dead?’ I repeated.

‘Dead. She died a while ago, actually, but I didn’t know where you were. You’d disappeared.’ She opened her fingers to imitate a puff of smoke, her lips curving into a slight smile. ‘She didn’t leave you anything. She didn’t leave anything full stop, except for some debts with some of the more delightful people around here.’ She rolled her eyes, and I caught a glimpse of the young woman my sister had become. She must be eighteen by now, I realised, nearly nineteen. Almost two decades of living in the same house as our mother, the woman who barely deserved the name. Two decades of enduring hardship and poverty. Just like I had.

I felt Ashleigh’s revelation settle on my shoulders. Mum’s dead. Two words, just two little words, and yet I felt as if all the air had left my body. ‘How?’ I asked, trying to read Ashleigh’s face, but she wasn’t giving anything away.

‘I’d like to tell you it was cancer, or even a heart attack, something natural, you know, but . . . well . . .’ I held my breath as she paused, clasping her hands between her knees. ‘She was attacked, probably by someone she owed money to. They slit her throat.’ I winced, trying and failing not to picture it.

‘And Terry?’

Ashleigh frowned. ‘He died years ago. Now that was a heart attack. I found him in the bathroom, trousers round his ankles.’ She shook her head. ‘I think I was nine or ten.’

Guilt flowed through me as I pictured Ashleigh pushing open the door, finding Terry’s face pressed against the filthy tiles, his eyes wide open. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said quietly, and she smiled.

‘Don’t be. That was the best day of my life.’ Nausea rose and I took a deep breath, slow and controlled. ‘Nasty way to go,’ she continued. ‘But I can’t say I mourned him much.’ I stared at her and she gave me a look, as if my thoughts were written all over my face. ‘You escaped a long time ago, sis. You have no idea what it’s been like.’

I couldn’t argue with her. I’d spent years blocking out the worst of my childhood, and from the age of fifteen I was here, in Blackwater House. By eighteen I was gone, up to Hertfordshire for university, and I stayed up country, leaving everything behind. Including Ashleigh.

She moved towards me, reaching out to put a hand on my shoulder. ‘Sorry. It must be a shock.’

‘Where is she buried?’ I asked.

‘Buried?’ She sounded surprised. ‘She’s in the sea, maid. There wasn’t any money for a funeral or the like. Once the police released her body, they took her straight off to be cremated. I tipped her out down Chapel Porth.’

Tipped her out? I stared at her, my mind whirring, trying to process her words. Terry and Mum, both dead. Why had Mum never told me about Terry? I could have come back, helped her with Ashleigh. Helped her get clean. She’d had a decade to get her life sorted, if not for me then for Ashleigh, the youngest child who still needed a mother. But she hadn’t. Even then, she’d chosen booze and drugs over her children.

Then again, I reminded myself, she hadn’t known where to find me. Not even Gwen knew about Daniel and Ava. We’d kept in touch by letter when I first moved away, but I changed my student accommodation every year and we lost touch by the time I graduated. I’d disappeared, as Ashleigh had said.

She cleared her throat, wrenching me from my thoughts. ‘Better go. See you around, sis.’ And before I could speak, she was gone, disappearing out the back door and into the night. I got up to close it behind her, making sure I heard the lock click before moving back to stand at the window. I stared out at the rain, wondering what kind of person my sister had become, and whether I wanted her back in my life.





Chapter 11

Kate

Now – 2nd January 2020

The next morning, Kate parks on the road outside Blackwater House. PC Smith is in the passenger seat, a half-eaten McMuffin balanced on his knee. ‘You’d better not leave that wrapper in my car,’ Kate says, glaring at him.

PC Smith grins, picking up the rest of the muffin and taking a bite. ‘You’re just grumpy because you didn’t get one.’

Kate makes a face as the rest of the muffin disappears into PC Smith’s mouth, ignoring the rumble in her belly. ‘Good job you’re always on that bicycle of yours, else your poor diet would show.’ She nods towards the fold-up bike resting on the back seat. ‘How’s the baby?’

‘He never sleeps. Ever. I’d be amazed if I wasn’t so bleddy exhausted.’ He pops the last morsel into his mouth and wipes his hands on a napkin. ‘There, the offending item is gone.’

Kate shakes her head, a smile on her lips. ‘Here, have a chewing gum. You can’t go in stinking of sausages.’

‘What are you thinking?’ he asks as he pops the gum into his mouth. ‘Did she fall over the edge?’

‘I don’t think so. The coastguard didn’t find anything, and the girls are all saying the same thing: they were in the annex, and Ava went into the house.’

‘Teenage girls though. They could be covering for her. Maybe she went to meet a boy or something.’

Kate sighs. They’re still waiting for the data on Ava’s phone to come through, but nobody has mentioned a boyfriend. It doesn’t feel right. Kate’s gut is telling her something, to keep looking closer to home. ‘I don’t trust the father,’ she says after a moment. ‘Especially not after what Tremayne told us yesterday.’

PC Smith grins. ‘I’ve been looking forward to making him squirm all morning.’

They cross the driveway, stones crunching beneath their boots. PC Smith leans his bike against the wall and raises a fist, but before he can knock, Daniel flings open the door, dressed in a pair of jogging bottoms, his hair damp. ‘Is there news?’

Kate glances at PC Smith before responding. ‘No, I’m afraid not. Can we come in? PC Smith here has some more questions.’

Daniel opens the door wide, gesturing for them to go into the living room where Rebecca sits, her hands twisting in her lap. She looks up and goes to rise, but Kate waves for her to stay seated. PC Smith takes the armchair and Kate perches on the footstool beside him, suddenly feeling as if she is acting as a barrier between them.

‘More questions? What on earth could there be left to ask?’ Daniel demands, sitting down next to Rebecca.

Kate looks at him, taking in his appearance again. He seems disgruntled rather than distressed, more like an overzealous neighbour complaining about an over-pruned hedge, not the father of a missing girl. It could just be his way of coping with the stress, she reminds herself. I seek to understand the thoughts and concerns of others even when they are unable to express themselves clearly.

PC Smith clears his throat. ‘Mr Everley, I understand you were staying at a hotel in London on the night of the thirty-first of December?’

‘That’s right. It was a hotel in Kensington. I’ve told you this.’

‘And why were you there?’

Daniel blows out a breath. ‘For a New Year’s Eve party. A client’s party – I had to be there.’

‘And did you stay at that hotel?’

‘Yes.’

‘What time did you go to bed?’

‘Late. After two, I think.’

‘Did anyone see you go to bed?’ Smith asks. Kate can almost hear the additional unspoken words – did anyone go with you? – and by the way Daniel’s eyes narrow, she can tell that he hears them too.

‘We all went to bed separately,’ he says evenly. ‘Everyone left the party at about the same time, I think.’

‘So how do you explain leaving the hotel much earlier that night?’ PC Smith asks, and Kate watches as the words hit Daniel like a blow.

‘W-what?’ he stammers, seeming unsure for the first time.

‘There was a room booked under your name,’ PC Smith continues, ‘but CCTV shows you leaving at quarter to ten. Where did you go?’

‘I . . . I went home.’

Kate turns her attention to Rebecca, who is staring at her partner with a look of alarm. Her mouth opens as if to speak but she remains silent.

‘Home?’ PC Smith echoes.

‘To my house in Stanstead Abbotts.’

‘And what time did you arrive there?’

‘I’m not sure. I didn’t . . . I didn’t go straight home. I went somewhere else first.’ Kate waits, watching as Daniel appears to gather himself, straightening his spine and controlling his features. ‘I went to the crematorium. To visit someone.’

‘Meghan,’ Rebecca breathes.

‘Meghan?’ Kate repeats. ‘Ava’s mum?’

Daniel nods. ‘She . . . She died on New Year’s Eve. I try to visit her every year. She has a plaque there, at the crematorium.’

Rebecca is staring into the distance, a faraway look on her face, but before Kate can ask, PC Smith begins to speak.

‘So when did you leave the crematorium?’

‘It’s hard to say. I heard fireworks going off in the distance, so possibly around midnight. It’s only about ten minutes away from home.’

Home. Kate wonders why he keeps calling it that, as if he hasn’t moved down to Cornwall with the rest of his family. Did he not want to come? Is that why he’s rarely here?

‘What do you plan to do with the house up there?’ she asks as PC Smith scribbles down some notes.

‘Why?’ Daniel demands. ‘What is the relevance of that? It’s my house.’

Like Blackwater House is Rebecca’s, Kate thinks. This is not a couple who shares everything, she realises. ‘Why did you lie about spending the night at the hotel?’ she asks.

Daniel glances at Rebecca before responding. ‘I didn’t think it was relevant. And . . . Ava and I usually go together, on New Year’s Eve. It’s something of a tradition, I suppose.’

Rebecca’s head snaps back towards him. ‘Do you?’ Their eyes meet and a silent communication seems to pass between them, something Kate can’t interpret.

‘Did anyone see you at the crematorium?’ PC Smith asks. Daniel shakes his head. ‘Did you go anywhere else, anywhere you might have seen someone else? A petrol station?’

‘No. I left the hotel, drove to the crematorium, then went home to bed. There might be CCTV at the crematorium, but I didn’t see any.’

‘We’ll check,’ Kate says. ‘Can you give us the address?’ PC Smith writes down the address Daniel reels off.

‘But why does it matter? You surely can’t suspect me of—’

‘Nobody is accusing you of anything,’ Kate says quickly, noting the flash of anger in Daniel’s eyes. He’s definitely hiding something. But what? ‘We just need a full account of everyone’s whereabouts that night.’

‘Did Sierra Bird meet you at the crematorium?’ PC Smith asks.

‘No,’ Daniel says shortly. ‘She didn’t.’

‘So why did she call you just after midnight that night?’

‘I don’t know. I didn’t pick up.’

He’s lying, Kate thinks, remembering the call log pulled from his phone. But why?

His eyes narrow, and Kate can see that his patience is wearing thin. ‘Again, I don’t understand the relevance of this.’

‘Everything is relevant, Mr Everley. We’re trying to establish a timeline.’

‘But not my timeline. Ava’s, yes, but not mine.’ He looks between the two officers. ‘Surely you don’t suspect that I had anything to do with what happened to Ava?’ He gives a bark of laughter, which makes Rebecca flinch. ‘I was nowhere near here, or Ava. How could I have taken her?’

‘So you believe she was taken?’ PC Smith says.

‘Oh, for fuck’s sake!’ Daniel explodes, getting to his feet. Rebecca cringes back but Kate mirrors him, and for a moment Daniel stares at her as if he is sizing her up. I don’t trust you, she thinks. Could he have made it down to Cornwall in that time? With clear roads and no stops, maybe. There’s something lurking beneath the surface, a shadow barely concealed behind his eyes, and she waits, muscles tensed, for his next move. Then he strides out of the room, and Kate feels herself deflate.

‘I’m sorry,’ Rebecca whispers, her eyes wide and brimming with tears. She takes a deep breath, appearing to try to compose herself. ‘He’s just . . . We’re very upset, as you can imagine.’

‘I know,’ Kate says, surprised by her urge to reassure her. ‘Have you tried calling Ava’s phone again?’

Rebecca nods. ‘It’s still switched off. Would you know if . . .?’

‘If it’s switched on, we’ll know about it,’ Kate tells her.

Tucking his notebook away, PC Smith nods to Kate. ‘All right, thank you for your time,’ he says, giving Rebecca a brief smile.

Kate walks him to the door. ‘Where are you off to now?’

‘Tremayne wants me with her when she speaks to one of the girls from the sleepover. You know what she’s like with children.’ He gives a wry smile.

‘Or people in general,’ Kate adds. ‘Is she picking you up?’

‘It’s only in the next village – I’ll cycle over.’ He unfolds the bike with one fluid movement.

‘Impressive.’

‘You should see my Lego building skills.’

Kate rolls her eyes as he mounts the bike and cycles down the drive. When she returns to the living room, she notes that Rebecca’s eyes are fixed on the front windows.

‘It’s so lovely in here,’ Kate says as she looks around the room, noting how clean and tidy it is. Even the Christmas tree looks as if it’s been professionally dressed, with its perfectly placed baubles and twinkling lights. Rebecca catches her eye and smiles.

‘It’s totally different, isn’t it? To my mum’s house.’ Rebecca gives a shake of her head. ‘Do you remember it? I think you came over once.’

‘Weren’t we all going to the beach or something?’ Kate remembers splitting off from the large group of teenagers to accompany Rebecca back to her house. But why had she gone in? The memory hits her with a sudden force and she feels her cheeks heat up. She had been twelve, that first year of secondary school when she’d still felt like a child but her body was starting to change into something she hadn’t understood. Becks had noticed the blood first, had pulled Kate’s towel from her bag and wrapped it around her waist to cover the stain. Kate remembers feeling her cheeks redden, the idea of having to walk the entire length of the village back to her house to get changed suddenly feeling insurmountable.

‘My house is round the corner,’ Becks whispered, telling the others that they’d catch up. ‘Let’s find you something else to wear.’

Kate recalls the overgrown front garden full of rubbish, the smashed window, the peeling paint on the front door. It had been quiet inside, the hallway dark and unwelcoming. She’d followed Rebecca up the stairs to her bedroom, the door locked behind them before Becks opened her wardrobe and dug through her clothes to find something for Kate to wear. She pulled out a pair of faded shorts with a small hole in the waistband and held them out, her expression unreadable.

‘Do you have a towel?’ Becks asked, and Kate had looked down at the towel wrapped around her waist before realising what she meant. She nodded. ‘Good. Do you want to get changed in here or in the bathroom?’

‘In here is fine,’ Kate said. ‘I don’t . . . My mum never showed me.’

She looks at Rebecca now, who sits with her hands clasped around her knees, her head tilted forwards, and tries to reconcile her with the Becks Bray from back then. She remembers her patiently showing her how to stick the sanitary towel into her underwear. She’d turned her back while Kate got changed into the shorts, and then they had left, creeping back out of the house and down towards the beach.

‘I never returned them,’ she murmurs, and Rebecca looks up.

‘What?’

Kate thinks of the girl Rebecca was, who’d had so little but hadn’t hesitated to offer help to someone in need. And Kate had never bothered to return those shorts, had never been able to face going back to that house again. Despite the shared intimacy, or perhaps because of it, Kate had distanced herself from Rebecca, and never repaid her kindness. ‘Nothing,’ she says, suddenly ashamed of herself.

‘God, that house was a shithole,’ Rebecca says, blowing out a breath. ‘So different to this place.’

‘What was it like living in Blackwater House? Before, I mean. With Gwen.’

‘Oh, it was actually quite nice. Gwen was kind and it was just so . . . peaceful. After growing up in that house . . .’ She shakes her head. ‘How’s your mum? I swear I saw a painting of hers in a shop window the other day. You know the little art shop?’

Kate smiles, thinking of the painting Lauren will be bringing home with her. ‘Oh, yeah, it probably was one of hers.’ She clears her throat. ‘But she, erm, she died. When I was eighteen.’

‘Oh, no. I’m sorry. How did she die?’

‘Cancer.’ The loss of her mother is still too hard, over a decade later, and she doesn’t want to talk about it, not now, but she can feel herself being drawn in. You’re on a job, she reminds herself, surprised at how easily she can slip back into her teenage self, looking up to Becks Bray. Although she knows she was a child, she wishes she’d done more at the time to help her. She’s surprised at how much she wants to go back to those early years, to find out what happened to Rebecca, and to stop it.

 

Kate yawns as she unlocks the front door, shrugging off her jacket and hanging it on a hook in the hall before slipping off her boots and walking through to the kitchen. Lauren is standing at the sink, rinsing a saucepan. She turns at the sound of Kate’s footsteps and smiles.

‘There she is,’ she says, wiping her hands on a tea towel. ‘And just in time for dinner. For once!’

Kate smiles back, reaching out and pulling Lauren close. ‘You’re back,’ she whispers into her hair. Although she has only been gone a week, Kate has missed her. Lauren pulls away and grins at her.

‘Captain Obvious.’

Kate tugs on one of Lauren’s curls, recently cut to sit above her shoulders. The new look suits her. ‘What are we having? I’m starving.’

Lauren rolls her eyes. ‘You’re always starving.’ She opens the oven, moving her head away from the burst of hot air before it can steam up her glasses. ‘It’s chicken and leek pie. With mash.’ She nods towards the hob. ‘You can start mashing.’

Kate rolls up her sleeves and joins Lauren at the hob, rummaging around in the cutlery drawer for a fork. ‘We really must get a masher,’ she says, frowning as she fights the lumpy potato.

Lauren laughs. ‘You say that every time, and yet—’ she holds her hands in the air ‘—we still do not have a masher.’

Kate sticks out her tongue, then speaks to the smart device sitting on the console table. ‘Add potato masher to my shopping basket.’

‘I just added stainless steel potato masher, black handle, to your Amazon basket,’ the Echo replies. Lauren shakes her head, smiling.

‘What?’ Kate protests, turning back to the hob. ‘You’re the one who loves all this “smart” technology.’ She remembers the video doorbell on the front door of Blackwater House and wonders if the lab has managed to pull any footage yet.

‘So how was your day?’ Lauren asks, leaning against the counter. She takes a pull on her vape and Kate frowns.

‘Over the food, really?’

‘All right, grumpy,’ Lauren says good-naturedly, taking three steps to her left and opening the window. ‘Happy now?’ She blows the vapour out of the window. ‘Anyway, you can talk. You’re the one who lets Kiana walk all over the kitchen counter.’

As if on cue, the tortoiseshell cat pads down the stairs and into the kitchen. She meows once, then leaps onto the table and begins cleaning her paw.

Kate starts mashing the potato with a fork, her thoughts full of Daniel and his lies. What else is he hiding? The pan almost tips over and she swears under her breath, suddenly noticing how hard she had been gripping the fork.

‘Steady on, what did that potato ever do to you?’ Lauren says with a laugh, but when Kate looks up, she sees she is frowning.

‘Oh. I’m just a bit . . . distracted, I guess.’

‘How old is the missing girl again?’ Lauren asks, as if reading Kate’s mind.

‘Fourteen. They moved here a few months ago. Rebecca used to live here, then she went up country for uni.’

Lauren shuts the window and moves closer to inspect the mash. ‘Where did she go?’

Kate pauses, cocking her head. ‘Hertfordshire, actually. She went to Hertfordshire University. Where is that? Is it near your dad’s?’

‘Hatfield. It’s not far. What did she study?’

‘Psychology. Apparently she’s a ghost-writer now, works from home.’

Lauren lets out a laugh. ‘Okay, this is getting spooky now. It’s like we switched places.’

Kate pauses, the block of cheese held against the grater. Although Lauren has a day job in HR, she has recently started writing a novel, following in her dad’s footsteps. ‘Yeah. It is a bit weird, now you mention it. I wonder why she went all that way for university.’

‘Why did I go all the way from Hitchin to Plymouth?’ Lauren shrugs, nabbing a piece of cheese from the counter and popping it into her mouth. ‘To escape.’





Chapter 12

Rebecca

Before – November 2019

I threw myself into the renovation. I’d cleared my work schedule until February, and I intended to get the annex up and running before then so we could advertise to tourists for the peak season. The builders were efficient, creating a new front door and cutting out spaces for windows, then levelling out the floor and plastering the walls before erecting a partition to block off the bathroom. I’d taken their advice on replacing the garage door with bifold ones too, which would look out over the sea. Although it had been quite a large double garage, we’d had to get creative with the space, so we ended up with one bedroom on the mezzanine, one bathroom and an open-plan kitchen and living space, but it would be enough, and the location alone would attract visitors. I intended to fence off some of the surrounding grass and lay a patio outside the bifold doors to create a private garden space for guests, which I started on while the kitchen and bathroom were being installed. The weather grew colder but stayed dry for the most part, so I ordered sand and slabs and got to work. It kept me busy, and my mind off the past. Seeing Ashleigh again had brought up so many memories, and I couldn’t help wondering when she was going to appear next.

The renovation reminded me of when I’d moved into my own flat after graduating. It was rented of course, but the landlord decided to redecorate before my tenancy began and I persuaded him to let me do it. I’d never done much decorating before, but how hard would it be to paint a few walls and change some light fittings? He’d knocked a bit off my first two months’ rent, which just about covered what I’d spent on paint and supplies, but it was worth it as a way to fulfil my mantra: make yourself useful. And I’d enjoyed it. It was the first time I’d ever had my own proper space, my own home, where I didn’t have to worry about cross-contamination or strange men in the bathroom. I’d wanted to make it special, my very own sanctuary, and I felt the same about Blackwater House. The holiday let was a way of making it pay for itself, and give me what I craved the most: security.

Daniel was impressed by the progress when he returned home one November weekend. Despite his best intentions, he didn’t always make it back on Fridays. But I’d always known he was passionate about his business and besides, there was very little to bring him back to Cornwall in the dead of winter – except for us, of course. We would have more time together come the spring, I told myself as I watched his car bump down the track. When life settled into a more regular rhythm.

‘It looks amazing,’ he said, his voice echoing slightly in the empty room of the annex. The kitchen units had been installed, though the oven still had its stickers on and the sink hadn’t yet been hooked up. ‘It must be nearly ready?’

‘The plumber is coming back on Monday to finish up,’ I told him, ‘then the electrician will do his second fix.’ I was getting used to the lingo and liked to show off, according to Ava. ‘Then it’s just the flooring before we can decorate and fill it with furniture.’

I paused at the suggestion of more money being spent – like me, Daniel had always been conscious of his spending – but he only grinned. ‘I can’t wait to see it,’ he said, pulling me to him, and I sighed. I’d missed him, I realised with some surprise. Although he often worked late and came home after I’d gone to bed, we’d seen much more of each other when we lived in Hertfordshire. I hoped we weren’t losing any of our closeness, or, at least, we would get it back when the renovations were finished.

‘Ava’s going to choose the paint tomorrow,’ I said. ‘Since she’ll be using it when guests aren’t staying. We’re going to head into Truro. Do you want to come?’

Something flickered across his face and I tensed in his arms. ‘I’d quite like to relax, actually.’

‘Oh, yes, of course. Of course you
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