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‘Alas, how terrible is wisdom,
when it brings no profit to the man who’s wise.’

Sophocles, Oedipus Rex

‘Only Elpis was left within her unbreakable house, she remained under the lip of the jar, and did not fly away. Before [she could], Pandora replaced the lid of the jar. This was the will of aegis-bearing Zeus the Cloudgatherer.’

Hesiod, Works and Days






Three Days




Chapter One

The sky was bleached white the morning Ellie went. The cloud cover, low and heavy and unrelenting, seemed to trap its light and disperse it, draining from it all colour, all hint of warmth or heat or joy. I could see it through the crack caused where the curtain caught on the radiator and hadn’t been pulled wholly closed. The vertical blinds offered a gaptoothed smile as three of the middle strips lay curled on the sill, their plastic fittings snapped and not yet replaced.

Eamon had woken early, rolling himself off the bed with a movement that caused the springs to creak in complaint as first they dipped then rose again in his wake. He’d been awake for a few moments; I’d felt him turn from his usual position, facing the far wall, shuffle closer to me, his hand snaking up inside my T-shirt. He pressed himself against me, waiting in vain to see if I would respond, then gave up and went downstairs.

Alone now, I allowed myself the luxury of moving to the centre of the bed, pulling the duvet after me, feeling the heat seep into my bones, imagining myself filling with light that would take away their ever-present aches.

Eamon was rattling around in the kitchen, making no effort to be quiet, no allowance for the sleepers of the house. I could chart his movements by the bangs and clatters and the evidence of previous scenes he had left for me to clean on countless other mornings: the cupboard for a bowl; the casual pour of cereal, which would leave cornflakes scattered across the floor; the suck and thud of the fridge door opening and closing; the sloshing of the milk, spilling on the counter top where he would leave the milk carton unlidded; the prangs of the toaster; the click and low rumble of the kettle; the chiming of the porcelain as one mug struck another as he pulled it from the wooden tree next to the teapot; the rising, quieting pitch of the water filling it; the stir and double tap of the spoon on the mug’s rim; his smack and sigh of satisfaction as he took his first sip.

I found some strange comfort in that game, played it most mornings when Eamon was going to work, then tested myself by imagining where in the kitchen he’d have left lying the various items he used for me to clean. There was something satisfying in each minor success, some validation that I knew my husband, knew my family, that I was a good wife, a good mother. Such small victories. As if they mattered.

I must have dozed for he appeared at the end of the bed seemingly seconds later, but the light had changed in the room, and my cheek was slimy with drool. I wiped at it with my sleeve as he bent to kiss me, leaning his weight on the bed, on me. His breath was warm and yeasty from last night’s beer.

‘I’ll see you on Monday, love,’ he said.

‘What time’s your crossing?’ I sat up, gathering the duvet around me.

‘Eleven. Best get a head start, what with all the checks and that.’

I glanced at the alarm. Seven thirty a.m. He’d woken early, maybe in the hope of sex before he left. With that unfulfilled, he was going on to work. I felt a little guilty at my earlier pretence so kissed him, hard and open mouthed, like a promise.

‘Take care on the sea.’

He chuckled, low and scoffing. ‘That’s beyond my control. I’ll ring you later. My Bluetooth is broken so don’t be calling me when I’m driving. Tell Ellie I’ll see her on Monday.’

He stopped in the doorway and turned. ‘I’m sorry about last night. You know how I get before I head off. I hate being away from home.’

‘I’m sorry, too,’ I said. ‘Be careful on the road. Come home safe.’

‘I will,’ he said, his hand raised in a gesture of farewell as he trudged off down the stairs.

With that, he was gone, the room suddenly silent and wide. I stretched, heard the door shut tight. A moment later, I heard the deep rumbling of his truck engine, shaking itself to life. Scrapping open the drawer next to the bed, I fished under my pants and tights for the box of cigarettes I hid there, grateful to have three whole days of freedom to smoke in my own house.

After we married, Eamon told me he didn’t like me smoking inside, because of his chest, he said. His allergies. He spent enough time cramped in the cab of his truck, crossing Europe, he said, without having to feel he was suffocating in his own home. Besides, he always added, it was better for me to quit, better for my health, for Ellie’s.

But when he was away on a long haul, I had two, sometimes three days to indulge myself. On such occasions, I could sicken myself. Even on my worst days, before marriage, I’d not have had one before my morning cuppa, but today, I moved across to the window, peering through the gaps to watch his tractor unit disappear around the corner of the estate, offering a hoarse blast of farewell to Harry, the guy who lived on the corner, Eamon’s mate, who was just now getting into his own builder’s van. He glanced across at the house and I felt sure he spotted me at the window, sure enough to retreat behind the curtain until he was gone.

I opened the window a crack. It was so long since I’d last smoked that the first drag left me immediately lightheaded and nauseated. But it passed. And I felt I had found a brief moment of peace.

Above the estate, crows circled and wheeled, stark against a sky the colour of old bone. Beyond that, though, the world was still, all traffic silenced at this distance, all movement frozen save the frantic shifts and turns of the birds. Even the lawns in the small yards I could see and the common, a green area encircled by the estate, seemed drained of colour somehow, the grass sun-bleached. I had a sense that the earth had been asleep all along and was only now rousing itself to wake and, for some reason, that morning, that thought brought no comfort.

My smoke finished, I pulled my dressing gown about me and went down for breakfast. As I passed Ellie’s shut door, I could see the daylight bleeding around the crack of it and thought she must have forgotten to pull her curtains the previous night. She’d gone to a friend’s party for a few hours, she said, and hadn’t been home when I went to bed.

I opened her door an inch, just to check that she was okay. Her bed lay empty, the duvet undisturbed, her teddy bear, Leo, still sitting sentry on her pillow, staring at me glassy eyed.

That was the moment, I would later realise, by which all other moments in my life would now be defined, the moment that would give them all, for good or bad, their meaning. The moment I discovered I’d lost my daughter.




Chapter Two

My first thought was that she’d stayed over with Amy, her friend from school. She’d told me she was going to a party with her the previous night. She’d never stayed out all night before, though had asked once or twice to sleep over in her friend’s house on the next estate. I’d always refused. ‘What can you be doing in someone else’s house you can’t do in your own?’ I’d asked rhetorically, both of us well aware of all that you could do at the age of seventeen, away from the restrictions of home.

Ellie had huffed a bit about it, pouted and fussed and claimed everyone else was allowed to do it, why couldn’t she, but she’d never really challenged it and I suspected it was because she liked her comforts, liked her own bed, the security of her things, her pictures, Leo watching over her as she slept, his fur threadbare in places now from being hugged.

I tried her mobile, but it went straight to voicemail. I left her a message, asking her to call, telling her I’d assumed she’d run out of charge because she’d not come home to charge the phone.

I’d been surprised at the ease with which she had accepted the embargo on staying out all night, indeed had half expected some act of rebellion before now, would have grudgingly accepted it as an indicator of her growing independence. Still, on that morning, as I waited for Brenda, Amy’s mother and my closest friend, to answer the phone, I worked myself into a pantomime of anger, ready to play my expected part.

‘Yes?’ Brenda’s voice slurred with recent sleep.

‘Brenda, is my Ellie there?’

‘I’m not sure, Dora. I don’t think so. Let me check.’

I heard the business of movement and the muffling of a hand on the mouthpiece of the phone, then, in the background, heard the soft tones of a girl’s voice somewhere, which I took to be my child’s. My relief at having located her so easily gave way to a slow build of annoyance at what she’d done when the girl’s voice on the phone surprised me.

‘Mrs Condron?’

It took me a second to realise it wasn’t Ellie.

‘Amy?’

‘Yes?’

‘It’s Ellie I wanted to speak to,’ I said.

‘Ellie?’

The s ilence lengthened as I realised the cause of her confusion.

‘Is Ellie not with you?’

‘No,’ Amy said. ‘Why would she be?’

‘She’s not come home,’ I said. ‘She was out with you last night at a party. I thought she might have stayed over.’

‘No,’ she repeated, and I was unclear just which element of all that I’d said she was challenging.

‘She was with you last night, wasn’t she?’

I could hear Amy’s breathing, ragged, fuzzing in the receiver.

‘She didn’t stay here,’ she offered.

‘Then where is she?’

‘I don’t know,’ the girl said. ‘She wasn’t here anyway. Maybe she …’ The comment seemed to die in her throat and I heard a voice in the background, presumably Brenda’s. ‘She thought she might have stayed here,’ Amy said to her.

A mutter.

‘I don’t know,’ Amy said. ‘She didn’t tell me … I don’t …’

It became apparent that her attention was focused more on her mother than on me.

‘Do you know where she might be, Amy?’ I asked, raising my voice to draw her attention.

‘No,’ the girl said. ‘Did you try her mobile?’

‘It went to voicemail.’

‘I don’t … I’m not sure,’ Amy said. ‘I can Snap everyone, see if anyone knows where she is. I’ll call you when I find out.’

I thanked her and hung up, worry starting to gnaw at my innards, my imagination casting to the most extreme reasons for Ellie’s not coming home, almost as if thinking the worst would somehow ward against it actually happening.

I made a cup of tea and lit another cigarette, then tried Ellie’s mobile again and left another message.

Beyond the kitchen window, I could hear the street come to life: the slamming of front doors; the spluttering of car engines; somewhere the sound of a baby crying, which caused my stomach to constrict, as if in protest at the warm drink.

I replayed, in my mind’s eye, our conversation of the previous evening. She’d come into the living room while I was watching EastEnders and ironing Eamon’s T-shirts; he liked the crispness, he said. She was wearing a tan leather skirt and a brown top under a faux-fur waistcoat. Her hair was straightened and hanging round her shoulders.

‘I’m off to Amy’s,’ she said. Or did she? I replayed the conversation, but this time she said ‘Mary’s’. She had a friend called Mary, so it was possible, but I’d no number for her. I assumed Amy would know her, though; would include her in the Snap she was sending. But it might have been someone else entirely. I realised that, all the time she’d been talking about these friends from college and they had come alive for me through her telling of their stories, I didn’t know who they were or how to begin finding them.

‘Don’t be late, love,’ I’d called.

‘I won’t.’ She half closed the door, then opened it again and leaned in, her hand gripping the edge, her fingers tanned, her nails painted, which colour I can’t for the life of me remember, for each time I do, they change from blue to red to black.

‘What time is Eamon leaving in the morning?’ she asked. ‘Eamon’ never ‘Dad’. That’s not who he was to her.

‘The usual. Have fun, love,’ I added, glancing up at her and smiling.

She raised her chin a little in acknowledgement of the response. ‘See you,’ she said.

And with that she was gone.

That was the final memory God or the universe or simple accident gifted me. ‘See you,’ as she slipped away out the door.

‘Do you have your key?’ I called after her, but she was already out of earshot.




Chapter Three

The police officer who took my call, initially, seemed disinterested. She’s probably out with friends, he said. Nine times out of ten, too much drink has been taken and the missing teenager will roll into the house, sheepish and worse for wear, by lunchtime. Still, he said, best give us a description, what she was wearing, where she was going.

‘I think she said she was going out with her friend, Amy, but Amy says she wasn’t with her last night.’

There was a pause. ‘Could there be a boyfriend on the scene? Or a girlfriend? Someone secret she didn’t want you to know about?’

How would I know if it was a secret? I wanted to scream.

‘None that I can think of,’ I said.

‘Is this out of character for her? Staying out for the night.’

A roll call of suspicion and implication. Was she a good girl? Did she sleep around? Could you trust her? My immediate response was annoyance. Of course I trusted her; she was my child. Was she a good girl? Yes: to me. Could she have slept around? She was still a child who cuddled her teddy bear as far as I knew.

‘Totally. She never stays away from home. We don’t allow it.’

‘Has she taken anything with her? Toothbrush? Money? Anything that might suggest she’d planned on staying out?’

I realised, with frustration at myself, that I hadn’t thought to check and so went back upstairs to look, taking the steps two at a time, my dressing gown hem bunched in one hand, the phone in the other. Her toothbrush remained in the scummy chipped drinking glass we used as a holder. I went back into her room, the sight of her belongings making the churning of my stomach intensify. I could feel my heart thud in my chest, heard it pulsing in my ears.

Ellie kept her money in a Hello Kitty tin she’d had for years. It was part of an Easter egg set she got when she was still a child and, whether through practicality or sentimentality, she retained it and used it as a money bank. I prised off the lid and the sight of the tightly rolled notes of her savings conflicted me: relief that she had not planned to leave, and growing concern for exactly the same reason.

‘No,’ I said, a little out of breath from the exertion of running up the stairs. ‘Her things are all here.’

‘Is she on any medication?’

‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘She gets headaches at times, but that’s about it. Paracetamol,’ I added, absurdly.

‘She’s not on any medication for mental-health concerns.’

‘She isn’t,’ I said.

Another pause as he considered the implication of what I’d said.

‘How was her mood before she left last night?’

‘She was fine,’ I said. ‘She was heading out for the night. Asked when her stepdad was leaving today.’

‘Her stepdad is leaving?’

I shook my head then realised the futility of the gesture. ‘No, he’s a long-distance driver. He’s away to Rotterdam, for work.’

‘When did he leave?’

‘This morning.’

‘Would she be with him?’

Again, I cursed myself for panicking without thinking to check. But then, would she have been with Eamon?

I had Ellie when I was eighteen. I was still at school, doing my A-levels, when I got caught. It hadn’t been planned. Her father didn’t hang around, but then I didn’t particularly want him to, so we parted before she was even born, with an unspoken mutual consent and the odd birthday or Christmas card with a tenner in it until Ellie turned seven when all contact stopped. I learned afterwards that he’d moved to work in America.

Around that time, I met Eamon, on a rare night out with Brenda. He was a few years older than me and carried it with confidence, standing with Harry, our neighbour, at the bar, the pair of them dressed in matching jeans and checked shirts. Harry and Brenda had been married a few years by that stage. Eamon had come along for company; he’d separated from his wife, though never explained why beyond telling me she was a hateful bitch. I’d pushed him once or twice on the subject, usually when the two of us had drink in us, but had learned it was a subject best not broached. I still saw her in town, at times, working in the organic food market she’d set up after he left her. Part of me didn’t want to admit it, but she looked better than ever the longer she was away from him.

Ellie liked Eamon, as far as I could tell. But he’d never been ‘Daddy’ to her; he was always Eamon. There hadn’t been the same warmth in their relationship as we had, Ellie and me. She’d cuddle with me in the evenings, curled up beside me on the sofa as we watched some junk on TV. With Eamon, she was more guarded, self-aware. She leaned into any hug she gave him; with me, she wrapped herself into an embrace. But she was a teenaged girl with all that that entailed, so I never thought about it too deeply. Would she have gone away with him, without telling me? Without him telling me?

‘Ma’am?’

The question hung unanswered between us. ‘No. They’re not like that, Ellie and Eamon.’

‘Eamon’s your partner.’

‘Husband,’ I said. A flash of the pair of us at the registry office, Harry and Brenda, Ellie and a few friends. Eamon had wanted to make a thing of it, take me away somewhere nice, but I saw no point in a big party. Money’s tight enough without wasting it on nonsense, I’d said. He’d promised he’d take me away somewhere for our tenth anniversary instead. He’d meant it too. Back then. I saw Ellie, standing next to us, in a peach-coloured dress, a small bouquet in her hand, eyes wide at the novelty of a day off school and a new daddy. But she never called him daddy. ‘He’d have told me if she was with him.’

‘Maybe he doesn’t realise. Could she have stowed away in his truck?’

‘I’ll call him and check,’ I said, feeling a little guilt, and a little concern about what it suggested, that I hadn’t contacted him first.

‘Maybe put out feelers on social media and that, too,’ the officer said. ‘Someone will be out with you later, if she’s still not home.’

I thanked him and hung up, then called Eamon, glancing at the clock.

Eleven thirty a.m.

The ferry would just have left the dock, his signal good for maybe another twenty minutes before it moved beyond reach. It rang eight times before he answered.

‘I told you my Bluetooth was broken,’ he said, by way of greeting.

‘I thought you’d be on the boat,’ I said. ‘Sorry.’

I could hear a sudden burst of laughter in the background in response to a conversation I could not make out.

‘I’m just in the lounge now,’ he said. ‘Sorry, lads,’ he added, and I could hear the soft grunt he always made as he pushed himself to his feet. I guessed he’d been sitting with the other drivers and was moving away from them to take the call. Was I that wife, I wondered?

‘Is Ellie with you?’

‘Me? Why would she be with me?’

‘She didn’t come home last night.’

‘Are you sure?’

‘Her bed’s not been slept in. Did you check on her this morning?’

‘You know I don’t like wakening her.’

That wasn’t quite true. When she turned thirteen, they’d had a blazing row about his going into her room without knocking. She’d been getting changed, she’d said, and he’d just walked in, looking for something or other. I’d tried to explain to him; he’d never had a daughter before, didn’t understand. She needed her privacy.

‘She’s a spoilt wee bitch,’ he’d said, then seemed to see from my reaction that he’d gone too far. ‘She’s running this house and all in it,’ he added as qualification.

‘Knock on her door, please,’ I’d said.

He didn’t, choosing instead to avoid going into her room at all when the door was closed, perhaps through a refusal to yield to her demand that he knock rather than respecting her right to privacy.

It had made no difference to me how the battle was resolved, only that there was peace.

‘She wouldn’t have hidden in your truck?’ I asked, echoing the police officer to whom I’d spoken.

‘Sure I didn’t have the trailer with me at home,’ he said. ‘I’d know if she was in the cab. She’s probably at Amy’s.’

‘I’ve checked.’

‘What made you think she’d be with me?’

‘The police—’

‘The police? You didn’t call the police, did you?’

‘I didn’t know what else to do.’

‘Do nothing. Have a cuppa, put on the radio, do whatever it is you do in the day. She’ll rock in at some stage, hung over, like any normal teenager. She probably met some young lad.’

‘She’s seventeen.’

‘Said the kettle of the pot.’

The comment stung more than he intended, for he quickly added, ‘Look, I’m sure she’s staying over with a friend somewhere. I wouldn’t be worrying about her. She’s a big girl.’

I nodded silently, telling myself that his failure to share my fears was an act, out of concern for me, to encourage me not to worry.

‘Mind you, she needs a firm hand,’ he added. ‘I’ve told you that before. You let her get away with murder.’




Chapter Four

Amy phoned back a few minutes later to say she’d rung around, and no one had seen Ellie, but that she’d texted her and would let me know if she heard anything.

‘Are you sure she wasn’t with you?’ I asked, aware even as I spoke of the absurdity of the question.

‘I’m sorry,’ Amy said. ‘I saw her around eight. I went for a walk to the shop with her. I came on home then.’

‘Where did she go?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘Was she not going to a party with you?’

‘I don’t know, Mrs Condron.’

‘You don’t know?’

I could hear the catch in her breath on the other end of the line, her frustration palpable. But she was the last person to see Ellie as far as I knew. She must have told her something, I reasoned.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m sure she’s okay.’

I sat in the silence of the kitchen. The sky outside had darkened, it seemed, the clouds gathering and heavy with impending rain. She’d no coat, I thought. I’d seen her go out, dressed in the waistcoat and top. She’d have not worn that just for going to the shop.

Keen for something to do, I pulled on my coat and walked the three streets round to the corner shop. I knew the owner, Madge; I’d worked there, once, a few years back. Madge was working at the till when I went in.

‘All right, love? Eamon’s off, I see. The usual?’ she asked, winking conspiratorially as she reached behind her to the tobacco display. I’d not realised before the predictability of my routine.

‘Have you seen my Ellie?’

Madge shook her head. ‘Not today, love. She was in last night, before closing.’

‘Did she say where she was going?’

Another shake of the head. ‘She bought a quarter bottle of vodka though, for your Eamon.’

‘Eamon didn’t ask her to buy vodka,’ I said, with more confidence than I felt.

Madge blanched. ‘I’m sorry, love. I knew she was underage but she said Eamon had sent her. She’s such a good lass, I just took her word for it. I thought maybe you and him were having a wee night of it before he headed off today.’

A night of it? Not in the way she’d imagined.

‘Did you see which way she went when she left?’

‘No. She was with the Logue girl. Amy. Is something wrong?’

I explained to her that Ellie hadn’t come home, information which seemed to annoy her even more with the realisation she’d sold her vodka.

‘Have you called her friends?’

‘Of course,’ I snapped.

‘Stick something on Facebook. Ask has anyone seen her.’

I nodded, taking out my phone and fumbling to unlock it. I scolded myself: why was I not thinking of these things?

The truth was, I felt outside of myself, as if watching myself at a remove, in a movie or through a sheet of glass. I was aware of my movements but could not quite feel them. I needed to get home, to the safety of the kitchen. I felt myself sway, the aisles of goods next to me seeming to shift and heave on the periphery of my vision, the ground suddenly soft beneath my feet.

I made it out of the shop, my breathing ragged, my head spinning. The lamppost seemed to lean suddenly towards me, the pavement rippling as I walked. The sounds of the traffic distorted and stretched as the sweat popped on my forehead and I was sure I would be sick.

I made it back to the house, as if trudging through treacle, my body shaking with terror. I couldn’t hold the key steady long enough to unlock the door, and when I did manage it, I jammed my finger in the jamb as I was trying to close it.

The house was eerily quiet. I was acutely aware of Eamon’s absence and cursed his work. Usually, I could manage his trips away, so long as nothing too challenging or unexpected happened. I had come to rely on him; he’d become my crutch, willingly, preferring that I would count on him rather than my friends, most of whose visits to our home had become less frequent after our wedding. ‘All we have is each other,’ he’d told me one night, and I’d believed it with all my heart. In those early days, his love was almost suffocating in its passion: he’d a second chance at love, he told me, and he meant to make the very most of it. I believed him. I think he believed it too.

And through all that, Ellie was and had remained my safe space, her company provided the one place where I knew I was unwaveringly secure and where I could let such attacks pass without refuelling the flames of my panic.

But now I was alone.

I managed to post something on Facebook: ‘Has anyone seen my Ellie?’ I found out afterwards. I added a picture of her we’d taken together the previous summer when we’d been on holidays, sitting cheek to cheek outside a café. I cropped myself out of the image so that she seemed to lean into the edge of the picture, her smile gentle, her hair long and dark and gleaming in the sun. It had been taken in Venice. She wore a necklace I’d bought her on one of the other islands nearby: a silver chain with a glass heart, decorated with swirling blue lines inside the glass. We’d seen them being made there, had watched the glassblower at work.

With a pang, I realised that that was not how Ellie looked now. She’d started art college the previous September, in the campus downtown, and, in the weeks after, had cropped her hair shorter, into a pixie cut. She’d got a stud in her nose too, though small enough that its absence in the picture I posted wouldn’t make any difference, I told myself.

Still, I was aware that the Ellie of our shared picture was already another person, the holiday a different time.




Chapter Five

My phone notifications began to ping almost instantly. Well-meaning neighbours and friends spread it to their friends and instantly Shared in Glasgow, Shared in Derry, Shared in London comments scrolled beneath it. Emojis of clasped hands, God bring her home safely, Hope she’s found with a surplus of hearts posted at the end of the sentiment, lest its sincerity be in doubt. I’d done the same myself often; shared a missing-person post without even looking at the image, as if passing the whisper had been enough: acting on it would be someone else’s problem. I found myself simultaneously grateful and furious at the growing comments. She’s not in London, I wanted to reply. She’s here somewhere, closer to me, just out of reach. Keep your pink heart and platitude: help me find Ellie. Do something.

But here was me, sitting at a phone in my kitchen, waiting for others to do something to find my child. I needed to do something myself.

I googled the number for the local hospital and called through, asking for the Emergency Department.

The nurse who answered sounded harried and a little breathless.

‘I’m looking for my daughter,’ I explained.

‘What’s her name?’

‘Ellie Condron.’

‘What time did she come in?’

‘I’m not … she’s not come home. I was worried she’d had an accident or something.’

I could hear the clatter of the keyboard. ‘No. No one of that name was admitted last night. Wait a second.’ A rustle of movement. ‘Is Ellie Condron here?’ the woman called. I imagined the packed waiting room of patients to whom she addressed the question. Imagined Ellie among them, nursing a broken arm, perhaps. That wouldn’t be too bad. A broken arm. That would heal.

‘I’m sorry. She’s not been here.’

The doorbell rang and my stomach flipped. She’d forgotten her key. Or lost it and was late because she was looking for it.

‘It’s okay. I think that’s her now,’ I said, hanging up without even thanking the woman for her efforts.

Two figures stood beyond the glass pane in the door, one about the height of Ellie. Maybe it was the police, found her already, bringing her home, contrite and admonished.

Brenda must have seen my disappointment when I saw her and Amy on opening the door.

‘Are you okay, Dora?’ she asked, stepping in, already offering her embrace. She was taller than me by a few inches, well proportioned. More than once, I’d wondered if she’d been the object of Eamon’s affections initially and not me.

Give me space, I wanted to say. Don’t force yourself on me.

‘I’m worried sick,’ I managed, enveloped in her hug.

‘Anything you need,’ she said. ‘Harry was saying Eamon’s away.’

Harry, Brenda’s husband, to whom Eamon had tooted farewell just a few hours earlier. It seemed like minutes ago and a lifetime past.

I nodded, felt tears gather, angry at my own powerlessness.

‘Amy’s phoned everyone she can think of,’ Brenda said, holding me away from her with one hand, as if to examine me, while with the other she wiped her lower eyelid to stymie the tear that welled there.

‘I need to get changed,’ I said, acutely aware for the first time that I still wore my pyjama bottoms under my coat. I’d gone to Madge’s shop like this, I realised.

‘I’ll stick on the kettle,’ Brenda offered with a nod of agreement, her hand already moving towards her daughter, guiding her into the kitchen.

Amy, I realised, had not been able to look at me since she came into the house.

I dressed quickly. Amy knew more than she’d said. She must have known about the vodka. Must have known that Ellie was going on somewhere else. With someone else. Why wouldn’t she say?

Brenda was standing by the open back door, one of my cig arettes in hand, blowing the smoke ineffectually into a draught that carried it back into the room.

‘Sorry, love. You know how Harry is about smoking inside.’

Harry and Eamon: cut from the same cloth. Brenda though still smoked, albeit at open doors and windows, rather than pretending she didn’t.

‘You’re in my house,’ I said. ‘Shut the door. It’ll be fine.’

Brenda took a last drag, then nipped the butt before closing the door. She left the half end on the saucer I’d been using as an ashtray, the filter encircled with her lipstick.

Amy stood by the sink, her hands wrapped around a mug of coffee.

‘I went to Madge’s,’ I said. ‘She said Ellie bought vodka last night.’

Amy sipped at the coffee, her eyes lowered.

‘Is that right?’

Brenda looked from me to her daughter, who nodded, blowing across the surface of her drink.

‘Where was she going?’

‘I don’t know,’ the girl said, quietly.

‘Amy, where was she going?’ I asked a second time, more urgently now, moving towards the girl.

‘I don’t—’

‘You’re lying,’ I snapped, gripping her by the upper arms and shaking her harder than I intended, causing the drink to spill onto her hands.

‘Ahh!’ she cried as her mother rushed across to us and pulled me from her.

‘Stop it, Dora! Jesus Christ, she said she doesn’t know.’

‘She knows,’ I said, jabbing a finger towards the cowering girl.

‘She said she doesn’t.’

‘I don’t believe her. Please, Amy. Whatever you think you’re doing to protect her, I’m going mad with worry. Please, where was she going?’

The girl raised her right shoulder in a vague shrug, but kept her gaze lowered to the floor, even as her mother fussed over her, leading her to the sink and running the cold water over her scalded hand.

‘Please, Amy,’ I pleaded.

The girl sighed, her shoulders slumping as she pulled her hand free of her mother’s grasp.

‘She asked me not to say,’ she admitted, dropping heavily onto one of the kitchen chairs. ‘She was meant to be meeting someone. A boy, I think.’

‘Why didn’t you say something?’ Brenda snapped, and she and her daughter began bickering about the rights and wrongs of her breaking Ellie’s confidence.

‘What boy?’ I asked, raising my voice to be heard.

‘I don’t know,’ Amy said, glancing at me while Brenda continued scolding her.

‘Brenda!’

She looked at me, almost as surprised as I was at the vigour of my rebuke. ‘What boy?’ I repeated.

Amy shrugged. ‘He’s called Nicky, I think,’ she said. ‘I don’t know any of her— Look, we’ve not been as friendly since she fell in with that new crowd.’

Ellie and Amy had been inseparable, to my mind at least, the whole way through primary school and secondary, a friendship forged in the same fires as that of their mothers. Amy had stayed on at school to finish her exams; I knew, from Brenda’s frequent reminders, that she hoped to go on to do social work. Ellie, by contrast, realised quite quickly into her senior years at the school that her interests lay in art college and had dropped out. I knew that the friendship had cooled; had explained it by virtue of the fact they weren’t seeing one another every day.

‘What new crowd?’

‘Ellie has a whole new group of friends. The dyed-hair mob.’

I looked to Brenda who leaned now against the counter, her arms folded, but made no comment.

‘A lot of them have their hair dyed blue or green or pink or something. Thank God Ellie didn’t go that far,’ Amy said.

That far, I thought. I remembered when she came home, having had her hair cropped. She’d always grown it long. As a child, she’d loved sitting while I brushed it out, over and over, chattering away about everything and nothing. While I’d been surprised by the change in style, and a little saddened that she’d done it – for it marked, for me, a movement away from her childhood – I’d assumed it was a statement of intent: a fresh start, a declaration of independence of sorts, not fitting in.

‘What about them?’

‘She was heading to a party with them last night. I don’t think she was planning an all-nighter or anything, though. She was supposed to go with this boy, Nicky.’

‘Where was the party?’

Amy shrugged again. ‘I swear I don’t know,’ she said, offering the appeal of ignorance as much to her mother as to me. ‘She was getting picked up at nine outside the art college.’

‘By who?’

‘I don’t know,’ Amy repeated, shaking her head. ‘But that’s where she must be. The party, wherever it was. Maybe someone in her class would know.’

‘Who?’

‘I don’t know any of them. She talked a lot about Nicky. He’d know.’




Chapter Six

The art college was a modern building, all exposed steel and concrete and glass panels that caught the sun’s glare at a hundred different angles.

Inside, an open-plan reception area ran onto a gallery space where a display of the students’ work was being exhibited. A security man sat behind the main desk opposite the automatic doors. He looked up with annoyance when I came in, presumably because my entrance was accompanied by a gust of wind that carried through the reception and caused the sheets of artwork to flutter against the display boards to which they’d been attached.

‘Can I help you?’

The space behind there unsettled me, stretching back into the building. The room seemed filled with white light and a constant knocking and chiming which, I found out, was part of an installation. The ceiling seemed to tilt, the lights glinting and winking at the edges of my vision.

‘I’m looking for my daughter,’ I said.

‘There’s no students in,’ he said. ‘It’s the holidays.’

‘No, I … She’s not come home.’

He tried his best to look sympathetic, but I could tell what he was thinking.

‘It’s not like that,’ I added. ‘She wouldn’t stay out all night, like that.’

‘I’ve a boy of my own,’ he said, as if that mattered to me. ‘Sometimes things happen and they get stuck somewhere. Miss a lift or that. Did you phone around her friends?’

‘Yes,’ I said, gritting my teeth. The chiming had been replaced by the sounds of waves crashing on a shoreline somewhere, but I couldn’t be sure if the sounds were inside my head or not. My skull felt packed with cotton wool or something, my eyes dry and sore. I wanted to cover my ears, escape the onslaught of sound and light and worry.

‘I don’t know her friends,’ I said. ‘She was to meet them outside last night.’

‘She’ll be okay, love,’ he offered, kindly. He was a little older than me, I thought, though that may have been because he wore a beard, greyed already despite the fact his hair was still more pepper than salt. ‘She’s probably just staying over with a friend.’

‘She’s not like that,’ I said, again.

He feigned sympathy, but I could tell he didn’t believe me. The door behind me opened with a further gust of breeze as someone passed on the street beyond and I became aware of both the outside street and this inner space; light and greyness, traffic and waves, heat and cold, all competing, all pressing on me.

‘She’s not like that!’ I said again and was shocked to hear the words echo back at me. The security man straightened, squaring his shoulders.

‘It’s okay, love,’ he said, palm raised as if to calm a barking dog.

‘It’s not okay,’ I said. ‘Everyone tells me it’s okay, but it’s not okay. Ellie’s missing and no one wants to help. I phoned the police, and they don’t care; her friends don’t care; my fucking husband doesn’t care; you don’t care!’

The man visibly took a breath and I realised he did so in the hopes that I might too. I noticed with some surprise that I was crying, the tears falling silently and without effort.

‘Sit down, love,’ he said, coming around from behind the desk and guiding me to where three low leather cube-shaped chairs squatted. ‘Take a moment.’

He moved back behind the desk and appeared again with a flask and plastic cup. ‘Do you want a cuppa?’ he said. He held the cup in the crook of his arm while he unscrewed the flask, then poured out a cupful. It was sweet and milky and had that peculiar taste of flask tea that reminded me of childhood trips and Sunday picnics at the beach.

I sipped at it and felt myself well up once more, this time at the terrible cruelty of kindness.

‘What can I do?’

I took a moment to gather my thoughts, trying to think beyond the waves and the light. ‘She was meeting people outside. At nine. I hoped someone might have seen her.’

‘I was on, but I don’t remember anything unusual,’ he said. ‘Mind you, there’s so many comes and goes past here in the evenings, you’d not notice anyone in particular.’

He considered a moment
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