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            Chapter One

          

        

      

    

    
      Katy always used to say that we should be grateful for what we do have, that we should always think that it could be worse. I never liked that mindset, but I never told her I didn’t, either. If you’re always thinking about how it could be worse, you start normalising things in your life that aren’t right. You start accepting an average world, a world that cannot be better, because you’re always thinking about how it could be worse.

      Katy is my daughter; she always will be. I know this is something a mother should tell her daughter, but it was the other way around with me and Katy. She was wise and I was careless; she was smart, and I was naïve. She was my best friend.

      Katy went missing ten years ago. Now I’m living in the worst case, and all those things in my and Katy’s life that we normalised and trivialised over her twenty years with me, well, maybe if we hadn’t, then she wouldn’t be gone.

      I’m staring out the kitchen window at the rain dribbling from the gutters, thinking I really should clean them out, and that’s how I fill my day, little tasks like that. I’ll get up, make a list, and it’ll make me feel useful.

      I never resorted to alcohol to cope with Katy’s disappearance – well, only once. It was a month after she went missing and I finally started to allow myself to wonder if she’d ever come back. That’s when I drank, and I got into a bit of trouble with Katy’s boyfriend. I threw an empty wine bottle at his mum’s window because I didn’t know where he lived. I accused him of killing her, and to hear those words leave my mouth was the only sobering thing I needed.

      The police were called out, but they didn’t press charges. I was just escorted home, told to think about my actions, scolded like I was a child again, but softly, how Katy used to tell me off. The way she didn’t think I was taking care of myself. The men I dated. The trouble I always seemed to start.

      I’m much more sensible now, and sober too, and when the nights draw in, instead of turning to drink, I fix things, all kinds of things. Unlike all those crime shows where parents preserve their child’s bedroom, I painted over Katy’s room and took out all her things, packing them neatly away in the loft.

      I turned the room into a workshop and at night I lock myself away and listen to Katy’s old playlists and repair TVs, or PCs, anything electronic that people send me to fix, either through the post or by dropping them round. Sometimes I get the odd, rare piece like an old VHS or record player. I don’t charge much, just enough to survive on, but I’m good at it, and it keeps me busy.

      I can turn the music up as loud as I like; the neighbours have never complained, maybe they’ve never wanted to, but I’m respectful, apart from when it comes to the music, because I need it to drown out my thoughts. Even ten years later, a thought can catch me off guard. I’ll be taking apart a remote control and I’ll think, ‘Katy would be thirty now, would she be married, would she have children, would she still be living here in Bristol or would she have travelled the world and settled down somewhere else?’

      She was always ambitious, the perfect medium between wild and carefree, and level-headed and realistic. She was a creative person, a loved person, my daughter. I choke; my feet feel damp and when I look down water is pooling around my toes, overflowing from the kitchen sink. I reach forward swatting at the tap, and yank at the plug. Instead of rushing to get towels, I stand for a moment, listening to the water drip onto the kitchen floor, to the rain spit against the window.

      I close my eyes and start to make a mental list of all the things I should do today.

      
        	Pick up cheese, ham, and bread for Mrs West down the road

        	Sort a courier for the TV I repaired last night

        	Weed the front garden

      

      I pause. Clear the gutter.

      The list loosens my chest slightly; the spots behind my eyes subside and I’m finally able to open them. I reach over for some kitchen roll and start mopping up the water.

      I slowly wander through the hallway, my pace quickening as my heart rate returns to normal. I swing open the door to Katy’s room and even though it’s been ten years, sometimes I expect it to have red walls, with fairy lights dangling across her black bedframe, and she’d be propped up in bed with her laptop on, study notes scattered around her, her glasses sliding down her nose, full cheeks pink with excitement as she taps away furiously.

      ‘What are you working on?’ I say.

      But the room turns grey, the grey I painted it.

      I catch my reflection in the TV, my dyed red hair frizzy and uncontrollable, my dungarees loose on my slim frame, my age visible on every stretch of skin, the last ten years borne into the deep creases in my forehead, the sallow skin under my eyes.

      I sigh, pulling my phone from my front pocket to arrange a courier. I fixed the TV last night, I say to myself, I fixed something. I glide a hand over the wide frame, thinking about the home it will go back to, the family who will sit around it and watch crappy TV on a Saturday night with fish and chips and warm blankets.

      My little bungalow is cold. The TV rarely goes on. The only noise is Katy’s playlist. Reserved for when it’s too dark outside, for when the walls close in. For when my thoughts take me back to the night she disappeared.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      I’m working on my next project, repairing an old PlayStation 2. Katy used to play video games when she was young, but she was always on the PC in the lounge; she said she wanted her gaming to be social, and I had to listen to her running commentary on whatever game she was into at the time. It was mainly The Sims; she’d point at the screen, and there would be a character named after me, with the same dyed hair and bad dress sense.

      I’d have my own house, our little bungalow that Katy built from scratch with its kitsch patterned wallpaper, bright yellow kitchen with brown cupboards, and deep red carpet in the lounge.

      We moved in when she was little; it was our first garden as we came from a flat in central Bristol. I raised Katy by myself and I didn’t have much money, I got pregnant young and didn’t have the luxury of college or university, and I got by working in shops, with help from my parents when they could, mainly looking after Katy while I did my best to support both of us.

      My dad always said it was a crying shame to waste my talent, and it always left me feeling sour. I didn’t see Katy as a waste, I saw her as my life, my whole life. I eventually made him see that too, and he taught me how to fix things, so I could build a future for my daughter.

      My dad passed away fifteen years ago from a heart attack. He had a repair shop in town and taught me electronics and to my delight, and his relief, I learned quickly. I never showed much interest in it growing up and he didn’t push it, but now I needed him, and he knew that.

      I worked there for years, and planned to take it over when he retired, but business wasn’t good. The rent skyrocketed and it all became, as he said, too much.

      He closed the shop, and I went back to working in a local supermarket and he started doing odd jobs, until one day Mum got the call.

      Katy cried, loud tears that I could hear all the way down the corridor of the hospital when we visited him and were told he wasn’t going to make it. She was always close to my parents, especially her grandad. She grieved for a long time after that.

      Mum decided to move into a care home after a few years and sell their little cottage in the Cotswolds. It went for a good price, and she set aside money to pay for Katy’s degree. ‘It’s what your dad would have wanted,’ she’d said, knowing how much Katy was looking forward to studying creative writing at university, and how worried I was about affording it.

      Katy decided to go to Bristol University and live at home whilst she studied. I asked her so many times if that’s what she really wanted and she insisted it was. And she wanted me to invest the money saved on her university room fees in myself. ‘You should set up your own business,’ she’d said.

      I glance at the clock on the wall. My mum calls every day from her care home in North Bristol at exactly 5pm, and I used to enjoy the routine of it, but I don’t feel like talking much today. Would it be terrible to ignore the call, to pretend I was in the shower or fetching milk from the shop? But she would worry, and I don’t want her to worry, I know what that’s like.

      It’s 4.30 when I hear my phone vibrating on the kitchen counter. She’s calling a little earlier than usual and it isn’t like her, but sometimes she likes her dinner early so she can watch a film before bed.

      I pick up the phone but it isn’t Mum, it’s an unknown number. I don’t answer the calls anymore, they were every day at first when Katy went missing. News outlets, distant family, Katy’s university friends. I was happy to talk, because my hope was still palpable, I spoke like Katy was coming home that night, that she was going to swing open the front door at any moment.

      But the calls slowed down and my hope dwindled. It’s never been snuffed out completely, but it simmers quietly. When the police didn’t find Katy, and days became weeks, then months, then years, everyone lost interest.

      ‘Hello?’ I answer.

      ‘Grace? Grace Harper?’ a woman says in an excited, upbeat voice. There’s some surprise in her tone, but she clears her throat like she’s composing herself.

      ‘Speaking.’

      ‘I’m Maggie, I’m an executive producer at Hush Media. I wanted to speak to you about a new project we’re working on, it’s very early days, and of course we wanted to come to you first.’

      ‘Is this about Katy?’

      ‘It is. I know you must have been approached by so many studios over the years, but I really feel we can do her story justice.’

      I don’t respond.

      ‘Grace?’

      ‘I’m here.’

      ‘Well, let me tell you a bit more about it. It would be a documentary, we already have a few networks who are interested, and we’re looking to collaborate with the Finding Katy podcast team. Have you listened to the podcast?’

      I haven’t. I’m aware of it; one of Katy’s friends texted me telling me it was okay, that it didn’t exploit her case, that it might be a good thing, if anything, to shine a light on her cold case again.

      ‘A documentary?’

      ‘That’s right.’

      ‘About Katy?’

      ‘Yes, about her life, who she was, framing some of the lines of enquiries the police pursued.’

      I take a deep breath. I have been approached, over the years, by studios and podcast companies, all wanting to interview me or get my consent for films or documentaries. I always said no before, because it felt like an ending, Katy’s epitaph, and that admission was too much.

      But the podcast has got people talking again. I’ve scanned social media and seen the hashtag #findingkaty trending, and Katy has been pushed to the forefront of people’s minds. I hoped that the podcast would uncover new evidence that might encourage the police to reopen the investigation, but it didn’t, but that’s not to say no one else could. That hope starts stirring again and I try to suppress it.

      ‘Would you come in to meet us? We’re based in central Bristol, just off King’s Street. We’d love to take you for lunch.’

      ‘I’ll think about it,’ I say quietly.

      ‘We’ll have a really good team on this, Grace, some of the best researchers there are.’

      ‘I understand.’

      ‘Okay, well, I’ll give you my details and you can reach out at any time, but we really want you to be at the centre of this story.’

      I am at the centre of this story, I think.

      ‘Do you think …?’ I say, but stop.

      ‘Yes? Ask me whatever you want, please.’

      ‘Well, have you done other documentaries like this?’

      ‘We have, I can send a list of our portfolio if you like? But you can also find all the information on our website, Hush Media dot co dot uk.’

      ‘I’ll check it out.’

      ‘Please do. Is there anything else?’

      I shake my head, but I stop. ‘Have cases ever been reopened because of shows like this?’

      She doesn’t reply instantly, and when she does, she speaks slowly, then with certainty. ‘We have found out new information from our own internal investigations and research, and we share everything with the police.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘We can’t promise that’s what will happen here, but we think Katy’s story is very compelling, and there were so many loose threads, so many people that they think were involved in her disappearance. I don’t think it’s over yet.’

      Then the hope pushes its way up my throat and I gasp. ‘Really?’

      ‘Come in and meet us and we can talk all about it. We do have some questions for you, things we need to go over, but we want you to be involved the entire way.’

      ‘Okay, I’ll meet you.’

      ‘Ah, that’s wonderful,’ she sounds happy, but she doesn’t run away with it, instead she evens her tone and says, ‘I’m sorry about what happened to your daughter.’

      ‘Thank you,’ I say, before we say our goodbyes and arrange to meet the following week. When I hang up the phone, my phone immediately rings again. Mum. 5pm, right on the dot. I don’t pick up though, Mum will have to worry just for tonight, because I’m too excited to speak to her, she’ll sense it and then I’ll have to explain something I don’t fully understand yet.

      But maybe this time the police will listen, maybe Finding Katy was just the beginning, it just scratched the surface of what happened the night she went missing. Like the woman said, there were so many lines of enquiry, so many people who could have been involved. Someone must know something.
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      The next day I sober up from the call, I’ve taught myself to become detached when it comes to sifting through evidence and laying out what I think happened to Katy that night. Emotions just got in the way, so I had to separate them entirely, almost treat Katy’s investigation like a day job.

      But I’ve allowed myself brief moments to grieve, a respite from the dwindling hope. I refused to grieve at first, but then slowly, I started to grieve for the loss of Katy from my life, not whatever happened to her.

      I know there are many theories about Katy. People really fancy themselves as amateur detectives, especially with the boom of true crime dramas. I saw forums and pages set up for people to share their findings and thoughts, each one of them eager to play vigilante. I scoured them all, silently, under the name REDTURTLE: Katy’s favourite animal and colour. Sometimes I’d contribute, never sharing anything vital or important, but just quietly probing for anything useful they could give me.

      I was surprised by it all, how thorough and deep the internet was willing to go. But with self-congratulatory citizens comes a whole other spawn of humans, people dredging Katy’s name through the mud, saying nasty, cruel things. It stung, at first, but now the words only prick me slightly, never really perforating the thick skin I’ve built up.

      It wasn’t all bad. I found a group that seemed invested in Katy; whether it was because they cared for her or they had their own selfish motivations, it didn’t matter. Over the years a lot of forum members fell away, they lost interest, but not these three people – they stayed, they theorised, and, in my own selfish motivations, they kept me company, and they kept Katy’s case alive.

      Even when the police decided to stop investigating Katy’s case, and it haunted the records as a cold case never to be solved, there was always hope in these forums. I enjoy the anonymity of it, they’ll never know who I am, like I’ll never know them, but we’re such big parts of each other’s lives.

      I sometimes wonder who they are, though, where they live, if maybe one of them lost a daughter or sister or loved one and finding Katy would be some sort of consolation.

      
        
        LAINDON24

        Anyone up? It’s freezing here and I’ve just caught wind that some studios are sniffing around about making a doc of Katy’s disappearance

        

        IN_THE_SHADOWS

        Would that be so bad?

        

        LAINDON24

        I just can’t bear for the mum to be put through it all again

        

        AMA

        Where did you hear that?

        

        LAINDON24

        I can’t disclose my sources

        

        AMA

        Sorry I asked

        

        LAINDON24

        OK. It was a friend of a friend who works at a studio in London

        

        AMA

        What could they possibly have to say that hasn’t been said?

        

        LAINDON24

        They don’t have anything to say, they just want to drag Katy’s name through it and point fingers at all the suspects without saying anything

        

        IN_THE_SHADOWS

        Agreed. That’s what all these true crime documentaries do, they want drama

        

        LAINDON24

        And Katy’s case is as dramatic as they come

      

      

      The tame, relatively normal theories involve the three people the police questioned at the time. The first being her ex-boyfriend, Graham, someone who maintains his innocence even though his and Katy’s relationship was more than volatile. I never liked him, but separating my emotions from it only made me hate him more. I don’t know what happened to him, I did check social media a few times in the years that followed, but I couldn’t find him. I don’t know what I’d say or do to him if I ever did.

      Graham’s name was plastered across these forums, the chief suspect to the frequent detectives online that still talk about this case even ten years later. But there was never any evidence against Graham, never anything tying him to the place where Katy went missing, just rumours. The biggest one being that Katy and Graham split up the night before she went missing. Out of all the things that were said on the forum, this was by far the most interesting to me.

      The other suspect was Katy’s English professor, a stuffy young man who was in trouble with the university for sending inappropriate messages to female students. I saw his face in the paper a few times, but the forums didn’t seem overly interested in him.

      

      
        
        LAINDON24

        The English professor is the biggest true crime cliché I’ve ever seen, it’s not him

        

        IN_THE_SHADOWS

        I agree, where’s the motive in being a dickhead

        

        REDTURTLE

        Isn’t the boyfriend too obvious?

        

        LAINDON24

        Welcome back REDTURTLE, where have you been? We thought about this, but no, he’s a prosecutor at City Hall, he aint going to involve himself in shit

      

      

      Katy’s English professor looked suspicious, in the way that he looked so harmless, but I agreed with the forum, Katy would tell me if her teacher was sending inappropriate messages or if he tried anything. She wouldn’t keep that from me.

      The final suspect and the person who caused most contention in these groups is Peter, a guy younger than Katy at the time she went missing, who worked with at her at NTV, a place where she had a part-time job.

      
        
        LAINDON24

        Absolutely obsessed with her, in love with a girl he couldn’t have

        

        IN_THE_SHADOWS

        Clear motive to me

        

        AMA

        What were his movements that night

        

        IN_THE_SHADOWS

        He was working with her, can you believe it, pretty sure he was the last to see her alive

        

        LAINDON24

        I’m not saying he did it, but he must know something, right?

        

        AMA

        I don’t think so

      

      

      The question of who Katy’s dad is caused the most speculation, but no one ever got to the bottom of that, because Katy doesn’t and didn’t have a dad.

      
        
        IN_THE_SHADOWS

        They could have found out they had a daughter and gone looking for her, seems like an avenue the police didn’t explore properly

      

      

      They explored it, but I wouldn’t tell them that. A man did come forward a year after Katy’s disappearance and they told – assured – me that he had nothing to do with it. The man wanted a paternity test, spent years asking, even tried to get it through courts, but he was blocked, criticised even, for trying to grieve for a daughter he never knew.

      I check the forums every now and then, but Katy’s case isn’t being actively investigated, so there’s nothing to say anymore. I never drew conclusions from any of my own findings or from anything anyone said on the forums. But if I did think of anything, I’d send it straight to Detective Harrison Lane, the lead investigator on Katy’s case.

      I haven’t spoken to him in a while, though, – there’s been nothing significant to share – but this documentary … it could unearth new findings, it could be the revival Katy’s case needs.

      I take my laptop into the lounge and flick on the TV. Sometimes I put NTV on in the background to remind me of Katy. She’d only been working there a year, but she had plans to become an investigative journalist, working in the research department for reporters and fact-checking documentaries.

      I imagine she’d have her own platform by now, be a household name, a famous journalist. Everyone would feel safer, more at ease, when they saw her name next to a column or her face on their TV. She would have gotten to the bottom of whatever it was, every time, without failure. I can’t help but think she would have found herself by now, that she would have solved the mystery of her disappearance.

      There are so many documentaries and series about missing girls, but none of them ever get to the heart of what’s so painful and important. It’s something that Katy spoke about often, the vulnerability, the exhaustion of being a woman, of never knowing if, in a split second, your life might be taken from you.

      Always crossing roads and walking the other way, choosing the long, lit-up route home. Having one earplug always removed and one eye open. She was so careful that some people believe none of those suspects were involved, that it was just as simple as a man taking advantage of a woman on a dark road … the night she was supposed to come back to me.

      Out of everything, that is the theory that makes the most sense. That someone out there knows what happened to her and they’ve gotten away with it and they will continue to hide in the shadows until they make a mistake, if they ever do.

      Katy was careful, but all it takes is to look the other way, to get distracted by a text message, to think that you’re safe, to let your guard down for a second.

      I open the forum up on my laptop and type out a message, more to cleanse myself of the thought than to ask the question.

      
        
        REDTURTLE

        What if it was none of the suspects? What if it was someone else?
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      No one really knows how they’ll feel when something like that happens, or how slowly it changes you. I used to tease Katy that she always looked after me, never the other way round. Maybe I feel guilty for that now. How differently I would have done things … but would she have turned out to be the same Katy?

      As I sit on the bus heading towards central Bristol, I look at the backs of people’s heads and wonder if they too have experienced loss like this, if it’s as obvious on everyone else’s face as I feel I wear it on mine.

      I never wanted to involve myself much in the press and media, and I only ever did one press conference appealing for Katy’s whereabouts, and I saw how it was picked apart. I know what people think of me.

      Do you think it hasn’t crossed my mind that Katy’s disappearance would have gotten more coverage if she wasn’t from a working-class background, if we didn’t live in what others considered to be the rough part of Bristol? And that it would have gotten less coverage if Katy wasn’t pretty, if she wasn’t blonde, and everything a missing girl should be?

      I’ve thought about it a lot.

      I raised Katy to be unapologetically herself, and she grew up with a big mouth and a big heart. She found her direction in life quickly because she was decisive and in control. When she felt something, she felt all of it, but she was always capable of cutting through emotion, or severing it in half and placing emotion and logic into neat compartments.

      Katy was nothing like me, but maybe I’m more like her now.

      I realise I talk in the past tense when it comes to Katy, because I’m talking about a past version of her, not because I believe she isn’t here, somewhere. I know people picked that apart too, in the few times I referenced Katy. They said, ‘Her mum referred to Katy in the past tense about ten times, a bit suspicious if you ask me.’ It made me sick that anyone could think I knew where Katy was.

      When I arrive at the studio’s offices, I’m quickly whisked through reception and into an open-plan office and shown to a large corner office overlooking Queen’s Square. It has creamy leather sofas with fluffy purple cushions and the walls are glass from floor to ceiling. I feel slightly out of place as I smooth down my hair and straighten the creases in my jeans, awkwardly moving about the empty office until I decide to sit down on the sofa.

      I brought my notes with me, copies of them, in a large rucksack that I sling off my back and let fall to the floor. I created my own timeline of the day Katy went missing, of her whereabouts and movements, and then all the police findings, anything and everything I could get my hands on.

      The glass door flies open and a woman enters in big black DMs, wearing a white blazer and bright blue pencil trousers. She doesn’t see me at first; she isn’t smiling, she’s focused on her laptop resting on her forearm, clutched haphazardly with one hand.

      ‘Hi,’ I say, awkwardly.

      She looks up, surprised, before exploding into an apologetic grin. ‘Grace, I had no idea you’d arrived. I’m so sorry, let me just close this down,’ she says, marching towards her desk. The laptop slides off her arm and effortlessly onto her desk and she spins to face me, holding out a hand. ‘I’m Maggie, so lovely to meet you. Did they offer you anything, tea, coffee?’

      ‘Oh no, I’m fine.’

      She nods emphatically, ‘Maybe something at lunch? I’ve got a booking at a great pasta place around the corner, really intimate, but private, but I thought we’d have a short chat here first. I expect Lawrence will join us, he’s the director.’

      I nod as she whisks around the room grabbing pieces of paper and a large binder, finally sitting in the matching cream swivel chair opposite me.

      ‘Sure you’re okay for drinks?’

      ‘I’m sure,’ I say.

      ‘Okay, well.’ She checks her watch. ‘I’m sure Lawrence will join us when he’s free, so why don’t I start by telling you a little bit about the project.’ She glances at my backpack.

      ‘My notes,’ I say, ‘in case you need them.’

      She nods. ‘That would be great, thank you.’ She leans back and flicks open the binder. ‘I firstly just want to thank you so much for coming in. You must have been through so much in the last ten years, I really can’t imagine.’

      ‘That’s okay, I just thought, maybe it’ll be a good thing, you know, maybe help the investigation.’

      She smiles. ‘So as I told you previously, the podcast Finding Katy are onboard to help with their findings. Did you listen to it?’

      ‘No, I didn’t want to, but one of Katy’s friends told me about it. They went through the three suspects questioned after Katy went missing, they covered the timeline, things like that.’

      ‘Well,’ she says, leaning back, checking her binder. ‘Those three suspects have all agreed to the documentary, including the ex-boyfriend.’

      ‘All of them?’

      She nods. ‘We would ask them some tough questions.’

      ‘The police already asked them tough questions. It led nowhere.’

      She licks her lips. ‘I understand.’ She leans forward. ‘Can I ask you a question, Grace?’ I nod, shifting uncomfortably. ‘Do you think any of them were involved in Katy’s disappearance? You must have you own theories.’

      ‘I never liked her boyfriend,’ I say, slowly. ‘But I don’t want this to be just about them, I want it to be about Katy,’ I say.

      ‘Of course, it will be, one hundred per cent. She’s the focus in this, she’s the reason we’re here.’ She pauses. ‘Can I ask you another question?’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘What do you think happened?’

      No one has ever asked me that before, but maybe I never let them. I suddenly feel very vulnerable and exposed. ‘I don’t know.’

      She smacks her lips together. ‘We’ll want to interview you for the documentary, but we’ll prepare a list of questions for you to think about beforehand. I imagine that will be one of them, and your answer is fine,’ she says, holding up her hands. ‘It’s just, people have never heard from you before, it’ll be powerful, whatever you have to say.’

      I consider this. ‘I think the police did a good job.’

      ‘Yes, no one is questioning that, or …’ she says, leaning forward ‘—… or are you?’

      I shake my head.

      ‘That’s okay. Like I said, we’ll prep questions ahead of time.’ She closes the folder and stretches out her legs. ‘Do you have any questions for me?’

      I nod, reaching for my backpack, producing my own notepad.

      ‘Oh,’ she says, and a surprised smile appears across her lips. The door swings open again and this time a tanned blond man in a dark navy suit strides across the office, an arm already outstretched to greet me. ‘Grace, I’m Lawrence, so nice to meet you.’ He pulls over the desk chair and plonks down, letting out a deep sigh. ‘Sorry, it’s been a hectic day.’

      ‘That’s okay.’

      ‘I was just asking Grace if she had any questions for us,’ Maggie says, with a hint of frustration.

      ‘Of course. I just wanted to say first of all though, I’m really sorry about what happened to Katy, but we’re sure we can do her story justice and I’m so glad you agreed to meet with us.’

      There’s an awkward silence. I think he wants me to thank him, to say something grateful and reassuring, but I don’t. I understand who Maggie and Lawrence are, they make high-powered deals and they win people over, they are trained to say the right thing, and I’ve never been good at saying the right thing.

      Katy told me her friends called me a hippie, but she relayed it back to me endearingly, saying they just thought I was cool letting Katy do what she wanted. But why wouldn’t I? When she turned eighteen, maybe even before that, I trusted her implicitly, I gave her space to have her own life, make her own mistakes, have her own regrets and dreams, her own memories.

      I knock the notepad against my lap. ‘I do have a few questions actually.’

      ‘Shoot,’ Lawrence says, crossing his legs and clasping his hands together.

      ‘Who will be conducting the interviews?’

      Maggie goes to speak but Lawrence interrupts. ‘It’ll be a faceless interviewer, more just someone behind the camera asking prepared questions.’

      ‘Are you …’ I ask, pausing ‘… planning to share any new findings with the police?’

      ‘Of course, but you know we can’t make any promises,’ Lawrence says. ‘We really want to highlight Katy’s disappearance specifically because of the rise in interest.’ He stops. ‘Because women aren’t safe walking home at night and that needs to change.’

      ‘I agree,’ Maggie chimes in.

      ‘It’ll be very sensitive, we assure you.’ Lawrence adds.

      I nod slowly.

      ‘We did need to speak to you though.’ He unfolds his legs and leans forward, glancing at Maggie.

      She smiles through a frown and chews the side of her cheek. ‘We need to ask you about Katy’s dad,’ she says, finally.

      ‘Her dad?’

      ‘Well, we just want to make sure we have all the facts.’

      I tense. ‘The facts?’ I realise I’m repeating what Maggie’s asking, but I wasn’t prepared for this. ‘Katy didn’t know her dad.’

      Lawrence is quiet, twirling his pen around his fingers and looking at Maggie.

      ‘Do you know who Katy’s dad is?’ Maggie asks, looking straight at me.

      I lean back, letting the notepad fall off my lap onto the sofa. ‘No,’ I whisper. I shake my head. ‘I don’t.’

      ‘Okay, Grace, but I need you to tell us if you do, because…’

      ‘Because what?’

      ‘A man has come forward willing to speak on the documentary. He’s claiming to be Katy’s dad.’

      ‘He can’t do that,’ I say. ‘No one can do that.’

      ‘That’s why we wanted to speak to you, to see if there’s any truth to it,’ Maggie says. ‘His name is Ian Walters. Is that name familiar to you?’

      I swallow, my tongue pressing against my teeth. ‘Yes, but he isn’t…’

      ‘Are you sure?’ Lawrence says, abruptly.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘We’re sorry to ask,’ Maggie adds.

      ‘I spoke to the police about this. I told them that Katy’s dad didn’t know she existed, and Katy never knew her dad. He isn’t involved.’

      ‘But it’s interesting.’ Lawrence says.

      My hands fall to my sides in disbelief. I try and grab at my backpack, feeling around for my notepad.

      Lawrence holds up his hands. ‘I’m sorry, I didn’t mean it like that.’

      ‘I thought this was about Katy,’ I say, stuffing papers back into my bag.

      ‘It is,’ Maggie says forcefully, throwing Lawrence a look. ‘But we have to take this seriously. You understand? He could have found out he had a daughter, he could have come looking for her. You understand?’ she says again.

      ‘That’s not what happened.’

      ‘But how can we say for sure?’ Maggie says. ‘It’s just another avenue. You won’t have to interact or meet or even talk about Ian. We won’t ask you about Katy’s dad and if we do, you can tell us you don’t know, if that’s the truth, which I know it is.’

      ‘You really think someone could have come looking for Katy?’ I say. ‘Someone who thought he was Katy’s dad?’

      ‘It’s a possibility. I know the police didn’t look at those options at the time because, as you rightly say, neither was involved in each other’s life. The podcast, Finding Katy, only touches on it, but we have someone claiming to be her dad. It’s odd. And with that and the ex-boyfriend now willing to talk? We might get one step closer.’

      ‘That’s all I was trying to say.’ Lawrence smiles at me. He slaps his thighs. ‘How about we go for a nice lunch and we’ll talk you through the timeline and process a little more? So you know how production will work.’

      ‘It’ll all move quite quickly,’ Maggie says. ‘We plan to start shooting at the end of next week.’

      Lawrence rises, straightening his blazer. ‘We were going to ask if you had any pictures and home videos of Katy you could share with us. Would that be possible?’

      ‘Yes, I have that.’

      ‘Great.’ He claps his hands. ‘Let’s go for lunch.’

      Maggie sucks in her lips and gestures towards the door with an outstretched arm.

      They wait for me to collect my things and follow me out the door. As we walk through the open-plan office everyone looks up from their desk, but Maggie and Lawrence don’t break stride, they sweep me along the aisle and out into reception.

      They don’t give me a moment to hesitate.
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      When I get home, I open the wardrobe door, the one where I keep all of the investigation into Katy’s disappearance. I agreed to the documentary over lunch, but I didn’t get to say much in between mouthfuls of tapas-style pasta they kept putting in front of me. Then they whisked me out the door and said they had to get back to work, disappearing around the corner before I could even ask any more questions.

      I shut the wardrobe again. I’m not ready yet.

      I pick up my phone and slump onto the sofa, calling Joanna, Katy’s best friend. The sound of her voice eases me slightly. We became friends in the years after Katy went missing, needing each other to remind us of Katy. She isn’t close to her own mum, and I think she always saw me as that figure, hoping that just because Katy was no longer here, it didn’t mean I would forget her or push her away.

      It was the opposite: I latched on to her, needed her, she kept Katy’s spirit alive. But as the years went on I did start to push away, no longer wanting the reminder of Katy. When Joanna was married, I was there for her, but then she became pregnant and found out she was having a baby girl, and it all got too much.

      ‘Grace?’ she says, answering on the second ring. I hear her baby crying in the background, but she’ll tell me it’s not a bad time. ‘How’s it going? It’s been a while.’

      ‘I know, I’m sorry.’

      ‘Don’t be silly, what’s going on?’

      ‘I had an interesting meeting today.’

      ‘Oh, yeah?’

      ‘I met with this studio, they want to do a documentary on Katy.’

      She’s silent for a moment, before she whispers something to her partner Tom and closes a door. The baby’s cries disappear.

      ‘Really? I thought you’d decided against anything like that, said it wasn’t a good idea.’

      ‘Maybe, back then, but now, I don’t know.’ I sigh. ‘What do I have to lose?’

      ‘I guess,’ she says, hesitantly. ‘What kind of documentary?’

      ‘Well, I think it’s going to go back over all the evidence, the suspects, but really shine a light on Katy, on who she was. I think it’s a good thing. They’ll probably call you.’

      ‘Will they?’

      ‘You were her best friend, they’ll want to speak to you.’

      ‘Well, anything you want, Grace, you know that.’

      ‘You don’t sound happy.’

      ‘No, I am, I just don’t know what good it’ll do. There’s so many of these true crime dramas and documentaries flying about at the moment, I just worry.’

      ‘Worry about what?’

      ‘That they all blend into each other, that no one will really take it seriously.’

      ‘There is one difference,’ I say. ‘There’s no ending.’

      ‘Is that what you’re
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