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About the Book

Four months ago, Rick went out to buy a newspaper. He never came back.

His wife, Gina, is struggling to deal with her loss, and her daughter’s mood swings are getting worse. Then she receives a phone call from a woman at a country hotel, confirming details of a booking Rick made before he vanished.

Desperate to find out more about his disappearance, Gina and her daughter take the trip. But there is something very strange about the hotel, and the family that run it.

Soon Gina is unsure that Rick even made the booking – but one thing is clear: both mother and daughter are in serious danger.
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For Julie,

who helped me find what was lost.
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I have grown to love secrecy. It seems to be the one thing that can make modern life mysterious or marvellous to us. The commonest thing is delightful if one only hides it.

Oscar Wilde, The Picture of Dorian Gray




Prologue

Saturday, 29 November 2014

She’s following me.

Damn.

I want her to go away. To shut up.

I walk faster, hoping my bigger strides will outpace her smaller ones.

‘Just go home,’ I call out, but she ignores me. Her nonsense words are garbled and choked, blown away on the gusts of wind. Caught up in her tears.

It’s raining now – cold bullets hitting me in the face.

‘No . . .’ she demands, trotting next to me. ‘Please stop. Please answer me!’

I keep walking. Hands in pockets, head down.

Not listening.

She’s tugging on my coat sleeve, pulling me round. I carry on, picking up the pace, but she’s running now, galloping sideways next to me.

Pleading.

She trips. The dull scuff of skin on ground. The urge to reach out and help her is unbearable, but I walk on, unfaltering. She soon catches up.

‘There’s stuff I don’t understand . . . Things that don’t make sense.’

Those sobs again.

I close down my heart.

‘Later,’ I call back, praying it will suffice. I don’t even know where I’m going now, thrown by the unexpected hounding.

She doesn’t give up, so I head a different way, veering off the route to the shop, going down a steep track beside the canal bridge. It’s muddy and slippery, but I reach the towpath before she does, sliding the last few feet of wet bank.

I stop and turn. She’s picking her way down the steep path behind me, her body bent and thin beneath her bright windcheater. Her face is pulled and twisted from her frown, not just from the sheeting rain.

I can’t let it happen again.

I square up to her. ‘Please, go. Forget everything.’

So stern it kills me.

She jumps down the last few feet of the slope, her ankle bending sideways in the flattened muddy grass. As soon as she lands, she shoves me – a sharp push against my chest. Her face is filled with hate.

I turn and stride off again with the murky strip of grey-green canal snaking to my right.

‘Wait,’ she says, more calmly now. Still following.

I’m a good way on from the bridge, the twiggy hedge lashing out at my shoulder. The path is narrow.

‘Just answer, then I’ll go.’

I stop. There’s barely room for her to get past, so I turn round slowly.

She’s panting. Her face is smudged from the rain and her tears.

‘I don’t know how to make this right,’ I say, staring at the ground because her expression is too much.

‘Just tell me it’s not true.’ Her voice is barely a whisper. The wind picks up her words like autumn leaves – a flurry of desperation.

Then she stamps her foot and makes a sound like an animal.

‘Tell me it’s a lie! Tell me!’ She’s screaming now. Red-faced and angry.

I scan up and down the canal as her fury grows. There’s no one about, only a scarlet-and-blue narrowboat locked up in the murk.

‘You need to calm down,’ I say, reaching out to take hold of her.

‘Get off me!’ She slaps me away. Her breathing is shallow and fast, her eyes wide with fear. Her hands are up defensively, batting about. ‘Tell me it’s not true . . .’

I look her in the eye, as sincerely as I can manage.

‘It’s not true.’ I smile. ‘Simply not true.’

I hold out my palms. A gesture of honesty.

She pauses, simmering beneath her own thoughts as she processes this, trying to make it believable.

Simply not true . . .

‘You swear?’

I smile even more, allowing a small sigh. My chest sinks under my coat.

‘Of course. I swear on my kids’ lives.’

Her face twitches and her nose wrinkles. She cocks her head sideways. Narrows her eyes.

‘You shouldn’t say things like that,’ she whispers.

I start walking again.

‘Liar,’ she throws after me. ‘Fucking liar!’

I don’t falter this time. With my head down, I trudge along the slippery path. She will believe me eventually. I’ve learned it’s human nature to accept the most palatable reality.

Through the rain I smile briefly. A mental pat on the back. It’s dealt with.

But the hard shove takes me by surprise, the piercing scream even more so.

I stumble, trying to turn, trying to grab her. But I miss and stagger back a few paces.

She’s up close, her teeth exposed and her cheeks hot pink. She’s screaming obscenities, but I’m more intent on grabbing her wrists, on calming her down.

Then she shoves me again, squarely in the chest, and I trip again, not expecting the rock behind my heels. I’m tumbling backwards.

Going down.

Her expression changes from anger to horror as she watches what she’s done. She reaches out a hand.

But it’s too late.

I wait for the pain of the ground hitting my back. My eyes remain fixed on her – right until my vision jolts as my head hits the rock.

A second later, icy water is wrapping around me, sucking me down, freezing my thoughts, cramping my body.

Immobilising my life.

The light has gone. Everything has gone, even her voice calling out after me has gone.

There’s simply nothing left.

And the decision to die is made. It’s what I deserve after all.



Gina

Saturday, 14 March 2015

The telephone. Piercing my heart with shots of hope.

As long as I don’t answer it, there are still precious seconds without bad news. The longer I leave it ringing, the more I cling on to the tattered shreds of hope.

Hope that maybe, just maybe, it’s him.

Truth is, I don’t want to speak to anyone else – to my mum, to Steph, my boss Mick, or someone selling insurance, and certainly not to Adrian.

I just want PC Lane to contact me, stumbling over her words in that breathy way, telling me they’ve found him safe and well, that it’s all been some ghastly mistake, inverting my world through another 180 degrees, putting it right back to where it was last November.

Rewinding to that Saturday morning where we left off so casually with barely a second glance as he walked out of the front door.

My husband has been missing for nearly four months.

I’ve analysed a thousand times those few hours before he went. Gone over them second by second in forensic detail, replaying the order of events so many times that I’m afraid they’re wearing away, becoming tarnished, fading from my mind so that I’m now almost convinced I made it all up.

Did the front door bang a little harder than usual when he left, meaning he slammed it, indicating he was unhappy, that he had planned on leaving?

Or perhaps it was just the wind – a downdraught through the hall.

But that would only happen if I had the kitchen window open a crack, perhaps if I’d burned the toast. Did I even burn the toast that day? I swear I did. Though did I open the window? It was a very cold day. I’ve analysed the weather from that weekend, studying national reports and those from the local Met Office, working out the probability of the door slamming from a freak change in atmospheric pressure.

Or anger.

And I swear I heard it open and shut again a minute or two later. Did he forget something, change his mind about going out? Or, more likely, was it my imagination concocting false memories afterwards?

This unending spiral in which I’m caught – fixating on one thing then another, churning my thoughts round and round – somehow keeps me going. Eking out meaning from the void of what had begun as such a normal Saturday morning is the mainstay of my life.

And as far as I can see, it’s the backbone of my future.

I can’t think about anything else.

Still, it doesn’t prevent me from collapsing in tears several times a day. I’m just better at hiding it now. That Saturday was the second-worst day of my life.

‘Hannah?’ I call out when the phone hits the fourth ring. I always count. ‘Hannah, will you get that?’ My hands are covered in raw chicken.

There is no reply from my daughter. The phone keeps ringing. I am standing helpless, slimy palms upturned.

‘Hannah, please, answer the phone.’

My voice cracks over into a shriek, but still she doesn’t reply. We haven’t been home long; holdalls and bags of books are dumped in the hallway.

Seven rings. It’ll stop soon. No one rings past ten.

I swipe the tea towel from the back of the chair, wiping my hands as I dash into the hall. I step over a sack of laundry and reach for the phone just as it falls silent.

As I knew it would.

Ten.

Ten shots of hope.

Ten bursts of not knowing. It’s better that way, I tell myself, heading back to the kitchen, relieved I’m still feeling numb. I shall get on with an afternoon of cooking, tackling Hannah’s laundry (has she brought every student’s washing home?) and walking the dog. The evening will be filled with eating, catching up with my daughter, drinking and watching television. It’s a plan.

And I need simple plans to fill the void. A structure to keep me going in this new, unfamiliar and desolate life.

My once-busy household of four – the place that Rick and I scraped to afford, the shabby old house we fell in love with on first viewing – has always been crammed full of chatter, noise, dirty football kits, other people’s kids, someone being late, someone laughing, shouting, singing or needing nursing through chickenpox, the flu, a failed exam.

Now it is a dismal, grey waiting room. A space filled with too many empty wine bottles and microwave meals for one. No one actually wants to come here, even though they sometimes do. Mercy visits, I call them.

No one knows what to say, either, apart from the obvious. How are you doing? Any news? How’s work? Empty questions.

They observe and pity me, touching my shoulder, looking at me until my cheeks burn. Then they leave, thankful it hasn’t happened to them, as they step back into their proper lives.

The phone rings again.

I dash straight to it, answering it immediately. My heart drags between beats as I say a silent prayer.

Gina, darling. It’s me. I’ve missed you so much. May I come home?

‘Hello?’ I’m breathless.

‘Hello, is that Mrs Forrester speaking?’

‘Yes, yes, it is.’

She said Mrs as if she knew there was a Mr. As if she were already familiar with Rick. I don’t recognise her voice. It’s not PC Lane, and she doesn’t sound as though she’s selling anything – no call-centre noises in the background or slick patter to win me over. My heart starts up again, thumping out a stronger pace. I lean against the wall.

‘Who’s calling, please?’

‘My name is Susan Fox from Fox Court Hotel in the Cotswolds. I’m calling about your five-night booking at the end of next week. I need to check if—’

‘Booking?’ My head swims from the let-down. It’s just a wrong number.

But she knows my name.

‘Yes, the booking made by Mr Forrester last November. He was going to let me know if you needed an animal-friendly room or not. He wasn’t sure if you’d be bringing your dog.’

Our dog . . .

The sound of Rick’s name cuts a path to the core of my chest, yet hearing it feels as sweet as if she’s found him.

You’ll never guess what – he’s been staying with us all this time . . .

‘Mrs Forrester?’ The woman – Susan whatever-she’s-called – sounds slightly impatient, yet still pleasant. ‘Will you be bringing your dog?’

She knows I have a dog. Rick’s Lab, Cooper.

‘There’s been a mistake,’ I say quietly. ‘There is no booking.’ My mind is racing as the silence down the line fills eternity. ‘We didn’t make any hotel reservations.’

More silence.

‘Oh God, I’m such an idiot,’ she says after a pause, sounding as if she has her hand over her mouth. ‘I think I’ve just done something really stupid.’ There’s a deep gasp followed by profuse apologies tumbling over one another.

 . . . I’ll make it up to you during your stay . . . complimentary dinner . . . champagne on arrival . . .

‘I’m sorry, I . . . I don’t know . . .’ I can’t take it in.

‘Perhaps it would help if I spoke to Mr Forrester directly?’ she suggests. ‘Before I do any more damage.’ She laughs nervously.

‘You can’t,’ I say. ‘He’s not here.’ I take a breath. It’s not the first time I’ve had to deal with situations like this. ‘And we won’t be needing the room.’ I think ahead to next week, the date I’ve been dreading. ‘But thank you for calling.’

‘Wait,’ she says. ‘In that case, I’d better come clean. Whether you decide to keep up the surprise or tell your husband is up to you.’

My shoulders draw up to my ears. My mouth is moving, trying to stop her, but nothing comes out.

‘Mr Forrester booked a surprise break in our hotel as an anniversary gift. He made the booking a little while ago to take advantage of our online offers, and—’

‘Like I said, we won’t be needing it. Please cancel the room.’

Another pause.

‘Just so you know, the room is all paid for, as well as several treatments in our spa. I’m afraid that because of the special internet rate, we can’t give a refund. I’m sure Mr Forrester will—’

‘Fine, thank you. I will speak to him and call you back.’ I reach for a pen and take down her number even though I have no intention of calling her back.

I hang up, sliding down to the floor, knees drawn up under my chin. I sob silently. There are no tears but plenty of self-pity. Hannah is in the house and I have to stay strong for her.

Cooper bounds on ahead, even though he shouldn’t be off his lead here. Besides, the vet told us his hips only have so many long walks left in them, that we should keep him to heel. But Rick always liked to give him a good run, figured it was better for him to have fun while he still could.

I wonder if that’s what Rick has done: escaped the shackles of family life to have fun while he still can.

It’s the first time I’ve dared to come down to the reservoir since last November. With Hannah back home for Easter and the phone call from the hotel, Rick somehow feels closer today. Almost as if he’s trying to get a message through. It goes like that – some days it’s as though he never even existed, while other days I’m convinced he’s watching over my shoulder, guiding me through a life he’s no longer a part of.

The last time Rick and I walked Cooper together was down here, all gloved and scarfed up, giggling like a pair of high school kids, discussing Christmas, who we should invite, me clinging on to him for warmth as we trudged the muddy path around the man-made expanse of water.

‘Can’t it just be the four of us this year?’ Rick said in all seriousness. It took a few moments until either of us realised. We stopped, turned to face one another before falling into the obligatory embrace with my forehead resting on his chest. However hard we tried, however much counselling we attended or bereavement groups we joined, we would never get used to our son not being with us. Four years ago, our family became three.

‘I’m so sorry,’ Rick said, dropping a kiss on to my nose.

It wasn’t usually him who slipped up. That role was mostly filled by me, followed by an emotional meltdown that Rick would mop up. That’s how we worked – him plate-spinning, trying to hold together the remains of his family after tragedy had bitten us so hard that some days we could hardly get up. Dressing, eating, driving, going to work all now took ten times as much effort, as if we were wading through life with liquid lead flowing through our veins.

And now I can hardly believe that I’m going through it all again, bearing twice the loss. If I’m honest, I’m fuming mad with Rick for making me suffer a second time, for forcing me to face it alone.

Where . . . have . . . you . . . gone?

‘Cooper,’ I call out, following it with a shrill whistle.

He ignores me.

‘Hey, Coop, come here, boy!’ I pat my thighs. The Lab slows to a trot, craning his neck round. His black coat shines in the spring sunshine, and his doleful eyes stare at me. I swear he understands. Reluctantly he lifts his head and trots to my side.

‘Good boy,’ I say, ruffling his fur. ‘No more running.’ I stroke his hips and clip the lead back into his collar. ‘Walk with me now.’

We set a brisk pace around Farmoor Reservoir. The last of the colourful Laser dinghies flap their way to the other side of the water as the amateur sailors head back to the clubhouse smelling of wetsuits and slightly stagnant water. Pints of beer and hot chips will carry them through tales of the afternoon’s racing, until they drift away back home to their families. I know this because once upon a time it was Rick.

Even though it’s March and the sun has shone today, the late afternoon brings a chill, so I pull up my collar and drag my beanie down over my ears, hoping that the exercise will bring me some peace tonight. Sleeping for more than three hours at a time is rare.

Halfway round the five-mile walk, I meet the sailing club secretary coming the other way. Molly, I think she’s called. She’s strolling with a couple of female friends, and stops when she sees me – but she carries on again, then stops again. She looks sheepishly at me, as if she doesn’t know what to say. I haven’t seen many of Rick’s friends since he disappeared.

‘Hi,’ I say. ‘Hasn’t it been a lovely day?’

Her face relaxes when she sees that I can still be normal. ‘Beautiful. Quite springlike.’

She’s about to walk on, but she hesitates, drawing a breath.

‘I’m really sorry about what happened. I read it in the paper. How are you doing?’ The two friends turn away.

‘Thank you,’ I say easily. I have that bit off pat. ‘I’m doing OK. You know.’ I squint into the setting sun, raising my hand to my brow. ‘The police are doing all they can.’

I’m about to walk on but she reaches out and touches my arm. The hand of pity. The hand that says: Thank God it wasn’t me.

‘If there’s anything I can do, Jean, please let me know.’ She gives an honest smile and the three of them walk on again, resuming their conversation.

I haven’t got the heart to tell her my name is Gina.

I come in through the back door, rubbing Cooper down in the utility room with an old towel. He stands there resignedly, his flesh lolling beneath my hands. I always used to tell Rick off for feeding him too much, but he seems to be overweight whatever I give him.

‘Cup of tea, Mum?’ Hannah asks.

I slip off my coat, draping it over the banister rail in the hall. She’s taken all her stuff upstairs. She’s also changed out of the pretty tunic and leggings she was wearing earlier, and put on baggy navy tracksuit bottoms slung low on her hips, and a maroon oversized varsity-logo sweat top with the sleeves pushed up. Thick knitted socks trail off the ends of her feet as she sloshes boiling water into two mugs.

We sit at the table, staring at each other – me wondering what to say that won’t sound contrived, and her probably wishing she’d stayed at university for the Easter break.

‘So you survived the term?’ It’s all I can think of to say to cover everything Hannah must have gone through in the last few months. Although not being here was probably a blessing for her, got her away from the slick of grief that ebbs and flows around me.

‘I did,’ she says with a little smile. Her eyes dip down, letting me know she doesn’t really want to talk about anything to do with survival; that she’s fed up of going over and over old ground.

‘And you’ve been eating OK?’

‘Yes, Mum,’ she says with a laugh. ‘I actually ate green vegetables once or twice.’ Her face peels into a Rick-like expression – her full lips bending coyly, her head tilted slightly back and to the side, and her dark eyes narrowed so they look as if they’re smiling.

‘Green veggies with all the pre-drinking, right?’ I’m pushing it, but I need to know she’s OK. My subconscious says she won’t be, that something will happen, and then I’ll be alone.

My punishment – but for what?

‘Vodka with a broccoli chaser. All the students are doing it.’ She laughs, her big white teeth exposed. She plays with her thick blonde ponytail as it falls loose from its band. ‘Seriously, Mum, you don’t need to worry. I can take care of myself. I’m eighteen.’

I give a small smile back, punctuating the conversation with a nod. That’s exactly what I’m worried about.

‘And boys? What about boys?’

‘God, Mum. No.’

Rick and I were convinced there was someone last autumn, during her first term, but she’s never been one to talk about that sort of thing. We didn’t push her, but she came home for Christmas early, perhaps because of boy troubles. With hindsight, it was a blessing in disguise that she was home. It was shortly after this that Rick went.

Vanished.

Disappeared.

Left me. Left us.

Died. Was killed. Killed himself.

Was murdered. Had an accident. Had enough.

‘Mum?’

I look up, startled and wide-eyed. I grab the biscuit tin off the side and open it, but neither of us takes one.

‘There are no boys,’ she repeats more kindly, slipping her hand on top of my fist, covering my white knuckles. ‘And more to the point, how are you?’

We didn’t speak much on the journey home from the campus, which is thankfully only an hour’s drive away. A year ago, Rick was trying to persuade Hannah to spread her wings, head up to Edinburgh, Durham, or even study abroad. He felt quite strongly about it, which surprised me. But in the end, Hannah’s stubbornness won over, and she accepted an offer much closer to home.

Now it’s a comfort that she’s nearby. Sometimes I take her out for lunch under the pretence of having an afternoon off work. Once, when she was too busy to see me, I drove out to her campus anyway. I sat in the car watching the students walking between lectures, hoping to catch a glimpse of her. I needed to know she was OK, that she was still alive.

‘I’m fine,’ I lie. ‘We’re busy at work. Steph’s got a new man,’ I say, trying to force a twinkle in my eye. ‘Again. And Mick is thinking of opening a new branch in another part of the city. I’m hoping he’ll consider me for manager.’

A fresh start would do me good, I think.

‘That’s great, Mum,’ Hannah says. ‘Dad would be proud of you.’

‘And he’d be so proud of you too,’ I say in return. But Hannah doesn’t reply. Her eyes close, and her face falls parallel to her legs.



Gina

‘A woman phoned earlier,’ I tell Hannah later.

My mouth is full of chicken. It’s supper on trays, a bottle of wine, and Saturday-night TV blaring out as loud as we can stand it. It goes some way towards a brief respite; to getting through another evening any way I can. ‘It was about the dog.’

‘Cooper?’ Hannah says, chewing and frowning. ‘How come?’ She reaches for the remote control and jabs it at the television, sinking the volume.

I lay down my knife and fork, wiping my mouth. ‘She was calling from a hotel in the Cotswolds and wanted to know if we’re bringing our dog along.’

‘You’re not making sense, Mum.’ Hannah is beginning to lose interest. She knocks the volume back up a pip or two. ‘We?’

But it makes sense to me. I’ve been making sense of it all afternoon. Rick booked five nights in a country hotel. It means he was making plans. He was thinking ahead. He was doing something nice. For me. For us. He wanted to celebrate our wedding anniversary. He wanted to be alive.

‘Think about it, Hannah,’ I say, trying to get her full attention again. ‘Dad wouldn’t have been sure of your plans this holiday, so he booked a dog-friendly hotel in case you were busy.’

Hannah glances at me. ‘What’s Dad got to do with it?’ she says, her eyes narrowing, as if she’s processing the information, trying to make sense of it just as I have been all afternoon. ‘Are you sure you’re not doing that thing again, Mum? Reading something into nothing? What hotel, anyway?’

I ignore her comment and put my tray on the sofa beside me. I fetch my laptop from the table in the window, gently nudging Cooper away from my food as I sit back down. I log in and go to the website I found earlier.

‘This hotel,’ I say, twisting the computer round so she can see the soft gingery stone façade of Fox Court. The main picture shows the building at night, lit up yellow and gold with a crown of snow on the rooftop. Christmas lights adorn a monkey puzzle tree in the foreground. It looks idyllic.

Hannah studies the pictures as I scroll down, revealing yet more images of the hotel in spring and summer. The internal shots make her eyebrows rise as she forks up her food.

‘Very posh,’ she says, making an approving face. ‘But I still don’t know what you’re talking about.’

The more I think about it, the more important I realise this is. I’ve already decided to tell PC Kath Lane, let her know that Rick wasn’t even close to winding up his affairs, or facing an empty void in his future, or running away, or even planning suicide.

He was booking a romantic trip for our anniversary.

I fight back the tears. I mustn’t upset Hannah. The counsellor warned me about the temporary boundaries she’ll have put up to protect herself; made sure I understood how important it is that they stay intact for as long as she needs them.

But then there’s the flip side of this new discovery. If Rick didn’t plan it, if he intended on coming home that morning after going to the shop, then all I’m left with is that something bad must have happened to him.

After four months, it’s the not knowing that’s killing me.

‘Dad booked a break at this hotel,’ I explain. ‘He found a good deal online. It was going to be a surprise for me. It’s all paid for.’

Saying it out loud makes me want to call the woman back, get her to tell me absolutely everything about the booking, what she knows, if she spoke to Rick personally, or if he did it all on the internet.

Hannah still looks blank. I want her to sense my excitement. I want her to know what this means – that Rick still loved me, that he wanted to take me away and celebrate our special day together.

‘That was a waste of money then,’ she says flatly. She turns up the volume again, her back rounded against the cushions on the sofa. She puts her tray on the floor, her food virtually untouched. Cooper moves in immediately, but Hannah pushes him away with her foot. For a moment she holds her tummy and pulls a face.

‘Didn’t you like it?’ I say, hardly able to believe what she just said.

‘It was nice,’ she says, staring at the telly. ‘I just feel a bit sick.’

I wish I could break down the barriers between us, cross the mile-high fence she’s put up. Whenever I talk about Rick, it seems as if every part of her becomes numb and desensitised. She hears what I’m saying, and I think she recognises my pain. She just refuses to partake of it. The counsellor said this is natural, said that teenagers have a very different way of coping with grief. And it’s true. I remember how she was when we lost Jacob. She was only thirteen at the time.

‘Maybe we could still go on the spa break,’ I say on impulse. ‘You and me.’

I wait a moment, but she doesn’t reply.

‘It would be nice to spend some time together. And at least it wouldn’t be a waste of money then and . . .’

Hannah doesn’t respond. She stares at the television, looking pale and fragile.

‘I’ll wash up,’ I say, standing and gathering the dirty plates. I haven’t finished my food either, but I can’t face it now.

The kitchen is dark and cool, and seems to stay this way even when I switch on the lights. I hear clicking on the tiles behind me. Cooper has followed me out, so I pluck a piece of chicken skin from a plate and drop it into his open mouth. His jaws clap together gratefully, and he watches me through eyes so dark and glassy they could be fake. I crouch down.

‘Where’s he gone, boy?’ I ruffle the thick fur on his neck, pressing my face into it, wondering if he knows. I’ve asked him a thousand times.

I stand up again and snap on rubber gloves, staring down the garden. I was here in this very spot, washing up at the kitchen sink, when the front door banged shut behind Rick for the last time. I lean against the worktop, head bowed, eyes closed, fighting the tears.

Think, think, think.

It was nine thirty. Nine thirty-three perhaps. Radio 4 was on quietly and Hannah was still upstairs in her room. Rick and I had eaten toast and marmalade, and we’d made coffee. We sat at the kitchen table for a while, chatting, talking about Hannah, how low she’d seemed since she’d come home early from university. She was missing the last couple of weeks of term and we didn’t know why.

‘Give her time,’ Rick said. His voice was soft and velvety, and his grey eyes were calm and reassuring, with fine lines etched underneath whenever he smiled. He was right. Hannah had always been the edgy sort, up for drama more than her friends, usually pulling out of her funk after a few days. But she’d been in her room a week, with no sign of it abating.

‘I’m going to have a proper chat with her later,’ I said.

Rick frowned. I didn’t like it when he did that. It was so un-Rick-like. My man was affable, courteous, considerate and kind. And he always respected my opinion. He ruffled his hair next, I remember that. I thought: You need a haircut, but I didn’t say it. Truth was, I quite liked it a bit long and shaggy. Sandy strands bothering his neck, and a sweep of salt-and-pepper beige falling over his eyes. It was sexy.

‘Do you want a magazine?’ Rick then asked. He stood and stretched, swigging the last of his coffee. ‘I’m going to the shop to get a newspaper.’ Then he shoved his right hand inside the back pocket of his jeans and fished out some coins. He looked at them, nodded, and put them back in his pocket. I recall seeing several pounds. Not much more.

‘No. I’m fine thanks.’ I had too much to do to be spending time reading a magazine. We had Steph and Pete coming round for supper that night and I needed a trip to the supermarket. And the bathroom had to be cleaned, and the rest of the house wanted a quick vacuuming. Then I had to cook the meal, even though I knew Rick would help with that. He’d help me with anything I asked, in fact, and if I’d said I wanted to spend the day in bed, he would have agreed and taken care of everything. He was like that. Champion.

I’ve gone over events a thousand times since that day. Nothing new comes up any more. In fact, I’m afraid I’m going to start filling in the gaps with make-believe. The counsellor said that can happen. That for my brain to make sense of everything, to give some kind of meaning to it, I may begin colouring in the outline of what happened. I don’t want to hinder the search with wrong information. As it is, I’m now in two minds whether I should even tell Kath about the phone call from the hotel. What good will it do, apart from confirm that I’m obsessed, constantly reading something into nothing?

As I pottered about the kitchen that Saturday morning, I remember seeing Rick scuffing on his trainers ready to go out. Then I heard him telling Cooper not to get excited, that he was only nipping to the shop, not going for a long walk. The dog seemed to understand, came back into the kitchen and hung around me, whining. Looking glum.

See you later!

His voice echoes through every one of my days.

‘OK, bye,’ I called back, pulling on my rubber gloves. Different gloves to the pair I’m wearing now. Time passes. Things change. Rubber gloves get holes.

The door slammed hard. I flinched, waited for the expected Sorry.

But there was no sorry. And then there was no Rick.

‘Hello, Kath, it’s Gina Forrester calling. Sorry to bother you so late. Something’s happened. When you get a moment, perhaps you could call me back. Thanks. Bye.’

I hang up. I’m on my own. Hannah has gone to her friend’s house a few streets away. I’d hoped we could spend the evening together, but she seemed so flat and miserable I didn’t say anything when she announced she was going out. And I didn’t mention the hotel again, either.

Emma’s company will hopefully cheer her up, though I worry about seeds being sown while Hannah’s so vulnerable. Emma decided to go straight into work from school, rather than getting a degree. I don’t think it would take much to turn Hannah’s head, especially now that Emma has bought her own car and, according to her mum, she’s thinking about getting a flat. Heaven only knows how she’ll afford that on a trainee hairdresser’s salary. Probably by sharing with friends, I think, praying she doesn’t ask Hannah.

Something is vibrating. It wakes me. What time is it? My hands slap the sofa cushions as I search, bleary-eyed, for my phone. ‘Hello?’ My heart is thumping, my mouth dry. The shakes come, as do the usual shots of adrenalin. I sit up, forcing myself to be alert, to make my mouth form words properly.

‘Hello, who is it?’

‘Gina, it’s Kath here. I got your message.’

I stand up, forcing myself awake. I’d drifted off to a safe place where none of this exists. The television is chattering in the background, so I flick it off.

‘Thanks for calling back,’ I say breathily. ‘I’m sorry to have bothered you on a Saturday night.’

‘So how are you doing?’

I know Kath really cares. In the early days, we necessarily spent a lot of time together. But for the circumstances, she’s the type of woman who would be my friend – honest, hard-working, kind. She says it like it is. And she has a family, too, though her kids are younger than mine. My kid. And she knows the value of a family being together. Of all crew being present and correct. I said that to her once, that it feels as if we’ve lost our captain. Not that I think men should be in charge, but there was something about Rick, something safe, something dependable and beautiful about the way he cared for us.

I always thought he would be there.

‘Not too bad, thanks,’ I lie.

‘What’s been going on?’ Kath asks, wanting to get down to business.

I explain to her about the call, the booking. She listens without interruption, sipping on something as I talk. Perhaps wine if she’s not on duty, the thought of which makes me reach for my glass. It’s nearly empty, so in between sentences I drain it. There’s another bottle in the kitchen. I admit it’s been my friend these last few months.

‘Do you think it’s worth following up?’ I ask. Recounting the story again, it doesn’t sound that important any more. She’ll probably just log it in the file.

‘Possibly,’ Kath replies. ‘I’ll give the manager of the hotel a call, if you like. You never know, she may have some little detail that could help. But other than that, Gina, I’m afraid we’re still pretty much working blind.’

I pause, eyeing my empty glass. But you’re not working any more, are you? I want to say. You haven’t been active on the case for weeks.

‘Husbands do this sometimes,’ Kath told me not long after it happened. She had a pitying but kind look on her face. An expression that told me she was glad it hadn’t happened to her.

‘People go missing all the time,’ she continued. ‘And often we never find out why. Of course, many of them come back,’ she added, when she saw how crushed I looked. But again she countered my optimism by saying that as long as there wasn’t a body, then we should keep the hope alive.

A body.

Now I’m wondering if she could ever truly be my friend. I don’t think we’re seeing eye to eye.

‘I understand,’ I say. I’ve already learned that pushing against the police simply makes me weaker, less in control. I need them on my side. ‘If you could contact the hotel, that would be great. You never know, do you?’

‘No, you don’t,’ she replies kindly. ‘I’ll keep you posted.’ And after a brief exchange about Hannah being home from university, a few words about her twin boys, I hear background noise at her end growing louder, as if she’s walked back into a party. PC Lane ends the conversation, and I go to the kitchen to open another bottle of wine.



Hannah

I told Mum I was going to Emma’s house, but I couldn’t face hearing about her wonderful new hairdressing job, how she reckons her boss fancies her, how he’s going to give her a pay rise, how she’s bought a car, is saving for a flat and dah-di-dah-di-bloody-dah.

‘It’s way better than school,’ she told me a thousand times when we spoke on the phone last autumn. She didn’t even bother finishing A levels.

I doubted that, though didn’t say anything. I’d seen her pictures on Facebook and thought she looked about twenty-seven, not eighteen. I made a comment about her getting pregnant before she knew it, shacking up with some boy, living off benefits in a council house, which was meant to be a joke, of course. Now I wish I’d kept quiet.

The park bench is cold and wet against my legs. I get up and walk through the darkness. Mum would have a fit if she knew I was wandering around here alone at night, but sitting at home with her, discussing Dad, picking over the bones of his life as if all we have left of him are a few pieces of a jigsaw puzzle that no one actually wants to do, is driving me mad.

How will I survive four more weeks of this?

It’s making me wish I’d signed up for a study trip to fill the days, anything to keep me away from the gravitational pull of Mum’s misery. Home has become a hothouse, an existence surrounded by fragile glass, with one wrong word shattering everything. In my head, as I walk towards the pond, I imagine myself wielding a huge mallet. I’m bringing it down again and again, smashing the greenhouse to a million pieces.

I’ve got my own grief to deal with.

‘You OK?’ someone says. He’s got a beard, looks scruffy. It’s hard to tell how old he is in the dark.

I nod warily, shoving my hands in my coat pockets as I pass him. I keep my head down and walk briskly on. I don’t want any trouble.

The White Horse is across the other side of the park, towards the western end of our neighbourhood, where things have gone all hipster – this pub included, although it used to be a dive in the eighties, according to Mum. Now they have real ales, separate menus for every allergy known to man, and huge leather settees that remind me of elephants lazing in the beery candlelight.

‘Vodka and Red Bull, please,’ I say to the barman, thinking it can’t do any harm, even though it will. Then I realise I don’t have my ID on me.

‘Sorry, love,’ he says. ‘Can’t serve you without.’

‘Orange juice then,’ I say, paying and taking my drink to a small table in a dark corner. I’m certain people are staring, wondering what a young girl is doing out all alone, looking a bit of a state, jiggling her leg nervously and glancing at her watch every two minutes in the hope it’s nearly bedtime. The only respite I get is when I sleep.

‘Thought you might like this,’ a voice says. When I look up, I swear it’s the man from the park. He holds out a drink. A drink that looks suspiciously like vodka and Red Bull.

‘Did you follow me?’

The man, wearing a checked shirt, jeans and an old army-style jacket, sits down at my table. In the light, I can see he’s in his late twenties.

‘If I plonk myself here, they won’t see you drinking it, will they?’

Stupidly I shake my head, as if in agreement. He smells funny. Like oil.

He slides the glass and the can towards me. ‘It’s on me,’ he says. He has kind eyes. ‘You look like you need it.’ Then he chucks a bag of cheese and onion crisps on to the table. ‘Eat up,’ he says. ‘If I bought the drink and you’re eating, it’s technically legal.’

‘I’m eighteen,’ I say, pulling a face. ‘I just forgot my ID.’

‘Course you did.’ He grins and draws down on his pint. A tide line of foam gets caught in his moustache and he seems to know this, allowing his tongue to feel about to clean it up.

‘I kind of wanted to be alone,’ I say. ‘But thanks for the drink.’

‘I reckoned you looked sad.’ He holds out his hand. It’s pale and ruddy, fitting with his sandy-red hair. ‘I’m James. Who are you?’

I don’t want to tell him my name, but then I don’t want to upset him either. I’m hemmed into the corner and would have to ask others to move to get out.

‘Hannah,’ I say stupidly.

‘Hannah who?’

‘Yeah, right,’ I add, not so stupidly.

‘Fair enough,’ he says. ‘But I’m not your average creep in the park, promise.’

I can’t help the laugh. I tuck my wayward hair behind my ears.

‘What makes you different to other creeps, then?’ I ask, grinning coyly.

‘I have better-quality puppies and kittens for you to look at. And nicer sweets back at my place.’

‘That must mean you have a car,’ I say, teasing. I crack the ring pull on the Red Bull. ‘All the best creeps lure you into a car.’

‘I do have a car,’ he tells me. ‘Want to go for a spin?’

‘Yeah, right again.’ I roll my eyes, pouring the Red Bull into the vodka glass. I take a long sip, studying James over the rim. He has a caring expression, and I suddenly feel an overwhelming desire to tell him everything. Blurt it all out.

‘You going to spill the beans then, or what?’ he says, as if he’s read my mind. ‘You’ve got problems written all over you.’

He rips open the bag of crisps, splitting it down one side and laying it out between us. I take a few, shoving them in my mouth, buying myself a few seconds.

‘I don’t normally do this,’ I say. ‘You know, accept drinks from strangers.’

‘And crisps,’ he adds. Unusually white teeth flash through his beard. He’s actually quite good-looking, though too old for me. Besides, guys are the last thing on my mind.

‘I can tell you’re really sad,’ he says. ‘It’s like you’re giving off this vibe.’

‘Maybe.’

‘Boy troubles?’

‘Maybe.’

‘Dump you for another girl? If so, he’s an idiot.’

I laugh, dropping my head forward so my hair falls from behind my ears. I shake my head.

James leans back, folds his arms. ‘So you were the dumper, then.’ He drinks more beer.

‘It’s complicated.’

And, oh God, it is.

‘You’ll get over it. Meet someone else. One day when you’ve got a career, a mortgage, a husband and a couple of kids, you’ll look back and remember old James in the pub and think, He was right, you know. I did get over it.’

‘What are you, some kind of sodding guru that stalks girls in the park and then spouts shit?’ It comes out a bit harsh, especially as he’s bought me a drink.

‘Almost,’ he says, reaching for his pint and standing up.

‘Sorry,’ I say. ‘That was mean.’

He drops back down into his chair. ‘That’s better, Hannah,’ he says, making me think he’s creepy all over again. ‘Finish that up and I’ll get you another. Then you can tell me all about it.’

And so he does. And then I do.

When he asks for my phone number I tell him that my mum would have a fit because he’s really old.

‘It’s probably illegal for her to have a fit about that. If you’re over eighteen, like you claim,’ James says as we turn down my street. Actually, it’s not my street, though he thinks it is. I’m not completely retarded, even after three double vodkas.

‘I’ll be OK from here,’ I say, stopping under a street light. ‘Thanks for the company.’ I feel a bit sick.

‘Phone number, Hannah. You were going to give it to me, remember?’

‘I don’t think I was.’

James’s face goes blank. I wonder if he’s a fast runner. Good job I’ve got my Converse on. I glance down at my feet to double-check. My thoughts are a few steps behind my eyes. Or is it the other way around?

‘But I’d like to make sure you’re OK.’ He takes hold of my wrist.

‘I’ll be fine,’ I say, feeling my heart kick up.

‘But you’ve told me stuff, Hannah,’ he says. His eyes go dark and narrow.

All your dirty little secrets . . .

‘None of it was true,’ I say unconvincingly. I squirm, just wanting to go home.

‘Secrets like that are too big to keep to yourself, Miss Forrester.’

Shit.

I pull my arm, but he’s reluctant to let me go.

‘Your coat. When you went to the loo,’ he says apologetically.

‘What about my coat?’ What the fuck about my coat!

My heart thumps, and my mouth goes dry. I shove my free hand in my pocket, wondering if my ID was in there after all. Then I remember. Even through the vodka mess in my head, I remember how Mum insisted on sewing name tapes into everything that went within a five-mile radius of school. Apparently I lost everything if it wasn’t either attached to me or emblazoned with my name. Including this coat. An old duffel I wore the last couple of winters in the sixth form.

‘Yeah, but I’m not called that now, am I?’ It’s obvious I’m lying. I sound like a little kid, and I run about as fast as one after I give a shoulder-ripping yank, breaking free from his grip.

He calls after me, but I don’t turn back. I keep on running, charging down the street, praying I don’t fall over. I hardly dare to look back, veering off towards the main road and the row of closed shops. My arms flap and my head bangs as I cross the roundabout, finally reaching the end of my street.

I stop for a moment, bending forward, leaning on my knees. My lungs burn and I don’t even care if his hand comes down on my arm, dragging me off somewhere.

I don’t even care.

That’s when I realise I’m crying. Sobbing. Hot tears rolling down my face as I walk the last bit home.

Taking a deep breath, I go up our garden path, pausing at the front door. I look around, watching to see if he’s followed me. But then my eyes are drawn closer to home, to the front garden of our house, the only home I’ve ever known.

Mum says I’ve been carried in her belly up this front path, been pushed in a pram up it, walked as a toddler holding her hand, ridden my scooter on it, brought my friends home from school proudly up it, and shyly kissed my first boyfriend, aged fourteen, on it.

Mum doesn’t know what else I’ve done.

‘Oh Christ in heaven, thank God,’ comes a voice from behind.

I spin round. Mum is in the doorway in her pyjamas with the hall light shining brightly behind her. Heat, warmth and familiar smells spill out of my home. It’s starting to rain.

‘I’ve been phoning you, but it went to your message service, so I rang Emma and she said you didn’t go to her house. Where have you been, Hannah? I was worried to death.’

Mum looks pale and slightly older than I remember, but she’s still beautiful. I feel wretched and sick. I fight it back down.

Then I fall into her arms, sobbing, and she takes me inside, shutting the door against all things bad.



Hannah

It’s true that everything seems better in the morning. Mum used to say that to Jacob and me when we were little and had crazy big worries that chased us into bed at night. Stuff like not having learned our times tables, or losing one of our plimsolls. I smile at the memory, but then I’m thinking of Jacob and not smiling any more. I’m thinking how much I miss him.

‘Hannah,’ Mum calls up the stairs. ‘Are you awake?’

My head hurts from last night. ‘No,’ I say back, though with a little laugh inserted so she thinks I’m in a better mood. I’ve got to keep her off my back until I decide what to do.

I turn over in bed, pulling the duvet up over my head. But my current worries – the worries that are infinity squared bigger than anything I’ve had before – still find a way in. They wrap around me, crushing me as if someone’s sitting on my chest. I have no idea what to do.

‘I’ve made breakfast,’ she calls again. ‘Eggs, tomatoes and mushrooms. Your favourite.’

Actually, that’s not my favourite. It was Jacob’s. Mine used to be a bacon butty grabbed in the whirl of racing for the bus stop, eating it with the sun shining on my face while chatting with friends. I used to remember all the good things, but now just the bad stuff sticks in my mind. Favourites
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