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Chapter 1

Claire now

‘Please don’t hurt me.’

‘Please don’t hurt me …’ He curls his lip, sneering at the snivelling mess in front of him. ‘Have you any idea how pathetic you sound?’

‘Why are you doing this?’

He scoffs. ‘Do you really need to ask me that?’

‘Please think about this.’ Crying now, snot and tears dripping down pale skin.

‘Think?’

‘It doesn’t have to be like this. There’s a way out. There’s always a way out. For me and for you. We can talk, work it out. Go back.’

He shakes his head. ‘There’s no going back. Not now.’

‘I know you. I know you don’t really want to do this …’

He raises an eyebrow. ‘You think you know me? Believe me, you have no idea what I’m capable of …’

I blink as I try to push away the images that filled my mind last night as I tossed and turned. The dreams are back: the ghostly, tall figure, ready to strike, who makes me curl into an anxious knot when I should be resting. Who causes me to jerk awake in the dark, early hours of the morning, to gasp for breath and scan the shadowy corners of the bedroom. Every night for the last week, I’ve slept restlessly and woken suddenly, scenes from the past sticking to me as much as the sheen of sweat that covers my skin.

And now, in the daytime, more thoughts haunt me, as brutal when I’m awake as when I’m asleep.

All I can think about is my daughter.

In my mind, I see Sarah now, begging for her life, her face pale, eyes wide. Pleading with the man towering above her not to hurt her. How must it have felt to be so vulnerable? To know that someone else gets to decide your future? Whether you live or die?

If only I could have looked ahead and seen what was going to happen. Saved her before she got to the stage where she couldn’t be saved. Did her father and I fail her? I wonder. Or did we do everything we could, the two of us simply as helpless as she was? At a loss as to what more we could do?

Looking up at the first-floor walkway of the block of flats in front of me, I see again the blood in the hallway of number twenty-three, the small, spattered stains on the beige carpet I caught sight of from the doorway, closed off with blue and white crime scene tape, before the police ushered me and my husband away. My daughter’s blood. As dark as the red wine Sarah and I used to share on a Saturday night, drops forming a neat circular pattern. Just inside the door, not far from where I stood outside, lay one of her shoes. A black suede ankle boot from a pair she loved, its sharp heel pointing upwards. Next to it, the silver chain Guy and I gave Sarah for her sixteenth birthday, snaked across the floor, broken. The letter S that once hung from it was nowhere to be seen.

When I caught a glimpse of the red stains, the shoe, the necklace, that night, in the cordoned-off flat, I’d almost vomited. A nearby police officer advised me to move away from the scene, go downstairs, so that I didn’t contaminate the area with my own DNA. Of course I’d obliged. Did as I was told. Perhaps I should have screamed at him. Told him that what I was seeing was all that was left of my only child. Asked him how he might feel in such circumstances.

Instead, I dutifully walked with Guy, his arm around my shoulders, to the mobile police van the detective sergeant in charge of the crime scene led us to. Away from the journalists and the nosy neighbours who’d gathered around, even though it was the early hours of the morning by then. Inside the van, the detective had lowered his head as if we were in church. I’m so sorry, he’d said to us quietly, respectfully. It seems … Please accept my …

Now, I lift the bunch of flowers I’ve brought to my nose, the dozen carnations, wrapped in cellophane, smelling sweet and oily. Carnations were Sarah’s favourite. Looking down at the foot of the concrete stairwell that leads up to the flat, I see that someone else has left a bouquet, a wilting bunch of freesias lying next to a damp yellow teddy bear with glassy eyes. Perhaps one of Sarah’s friends brought them. Soon, both bunches will be withered, I think. Beaten down by the December weather. Left for dead.

I swipe at a tear on my cheek. How much pain she must have been in, my beloved girl. Even now, all this time later, it hurts to think about it.

‘Granny?’

I blink again and swallow heavily.

‘Granny?’

I look down at my grandson, standing next to me with his small hand in mine. On his head, the red and green Christmas bobble hat my ex-husband recently bought for him sits slightly cockeyed. A thick scarf covers the lower half of his face. ‘What is it, Dylan?’

‘Can we go to the park now?’

‘Of course we can, sweetheart.’

‘Where are we?’

I shake my head, looking up again at the first floor. ‘Nowhere, honey.’ Only the place where your mother was last seen alive, I think, but don’t say. Where her blood was spilt like common water, where her screams were heard loud and clear by the neighbours. The place where all of our lives – mine, yours, your grandfather’s – were turned upside down. ‘Nowhere special.’

Dylan doesn’t ask again. He’s a good boy, even now, at four and a half years old, waiting patiently while Grandma has done nothing more than stand and stare at a building with a bunch of cheap flowers in her hand. He’s too young to remember our other visits here, at the same time each year.

I take a deep breath and lay the flowers at the bottom of the concrete stairs. ‘Come on, let’s go.’

We head back to the car and I strap Dylan into the back seat. He chatters as I drive, twisting his favourite toy, an old grey bunny that used to belong to Sarah, between his fingers. His speech is well developed for his age. It’s an achievement, the professionals tell me, considering what he’s been through. Considering what he’s missed out on.

I pull the car into a space and climb out, making sure we’re both well wrapped up against the chill wind before we head out into the green space of the park. The weather forecasters are predicting snow over the next few days: Dylan’s first white Christmas perhaps. Another milestone that won’t be shared by his mother.

I sit on a bench, the iron seat cold beneath my thighs. As I pull my scarf more tightly around me, I watch my grandson scramble around the playground, his body stiff in his winter duffel coat, as if the many layers he’s wearing are stopping him from moving his arms. He looks at a glove he’s dropped for a second before picking it up and clumsily pulling it back onto his hand. As independent and determined as his mother when she was the same age.

‘Claire, hi …’

I look up, startled by the voice. I spend so much time in my own head these days. So much time with just a young child for company, that when someone speaks to me, my responses seem slower, my thought processes delayed. I take a breath, shielding my eyes from the low winter sun. ‘Amy, hello. What brings you here?’

‘Just out walking. Blowing away the cobwebs.’

‘It’s cold.’

‘It is.’ She sits down next to me and pulls her thin jacket around her. It doesn’t look adequate for this time of year, especially if the predictions for the weather to come are accurate.

‘You don’t have a hat?’

She shakes her head. Her bleached blonde hair is very short, a ragged pixie cut that looks as if she’s done it herself, styling it as best she can. Her head must be cold.

‘I’ll see if I can dig one out for you. Will I see you tomorrow?’ In the ten years or so that I’ve been working at Gilbert House – a place of safety for the local homeless community, somewhere they can get a hot meal, a shower, access to a doctor – I’ve helped many people like Amy get off the streets and into shared accommodation, or hostels like the one she lives in now. Since she was rehomed, she’s been paying it forward, as she calls it, by volunteering at Gilbert herself. I’ve kept in touch with quite a few of the clients I’ve supported, often visiting their new homes to make sure they aren’t struggling to keep their lives on track. Amy is one whose progress I’d like to follow for as long as I can. ‘At Gilbert?’

She nods. ‘Probably. It’ll be nice to get out for a while.’ She looks at Dylan and clears her throat. ‘He’s grown. Your grandson.’

‘He has. He’s running around everywhere now. I can barely keep up with him.’

‘Is he looking forward to Christmas?’

I shrug. ‘He doesn’t completely understand it yet, but I’m sure he’ll be excited when the day comes.’

‘I bet you’ve got him lots of pressies.’

‘A few, but we try not to spoil him. He has all he needs.’

Amy looks at me. ‘It must be difficult. Looking after a little one again.’

‘It can be, sometimes.’

‘You must get tired.’

Another shrug. ‘It’s not so bad.’

Amy lets out a small gasp as Dylan loses his balance and almost falls. She rises slightly from the bench. It’s not the first time she’s met my grandson. There’ve been times when, with no alternative childcare, I’ve had to take Dylan with me when on duty. Sometimes, he chats to her, offering her his toys to look at or telling her about his escapades at nursery. Today he’s too absorbed in his park adventure.

‘Don’t worry.’ I put an arm out to stop her. ‘He’s fine. He’ll sort himself out.’ I watch as he rights himself and carries on playing. His chatter carries towards us on the breeze.

She looks at me. ‘It was all over the local news this morning. The anniversary.’

I nod, picturing Amy listening to the little battery-powered radio I gave her. She can’t afford a television, or the licence to watch it. I’ve never commemorated the day, not with anything more than a quiet trip to the flat and flowers, not publicly as other bereaved families often do. It doesn’t seem right somehow. ‘I can’t quite believe it’s been three years.’

‘You’re so strong. After everything you went through, I don’t know how you haven’t just fallen apart.’

Everyone at Gilbert House knows exactly what happened to my family. It was all over the news, my colleagues sometimes switching off the old TV in the lounge room as I arrived for my shift. So I wouldn’t see any more of the story than I had to. Little did they know, I couldn’t tear myself away from it at home. It was as if I were an addict, my eyes following the words on the screen as if I’d die if I didn’t absorb them, my fingers switching channels to see if the story was any different on another station. Perhaps I was hoping it would be somehow. That, with a simple press of a button on the remote control, my daughter would suddenly be back with me. ‘I cope.’

‘It’s not just coping. It’s … It’s more than that.’

I take a deep breath before fishing in my pocket for my car keys. Short conversations on this subject are about all I can deal with. ‘We should go. It’s getting cold and I’m on duty tonight.’

‘The helpline?’

I nod. The telephone line I set up for women walking home alone, after I lost Sarah, is just one of my many commitments, alongside my job and bringing up my grandson. Despite my good intentions when I had the idea, my constant efforts to keep my mind centred on the here and now, I know doing so much isn’t good for me. I try not to let Dylan see how overtired and grouchy I often am.

‘We could stay and chat a little longer? If you want to.’

I smile at her. I know Amy gets lonely – who wouldn’t in her circumstances? – but, as much as I’d love to spend more time with her, I really do have to be going. The afternoon is darkening and I have to feed Dylan and settle him before I step into my other role. I also want to get home before the weather turns.

I look at Amy. ‘Get yourself inside before the bad weather arrives. It’s going to snow, they’re saying. Stay warm, won’t you?’

She nods.

‘I’ll bring you that hat tomorrow.’

I watch her walk away before coaxing Dylan back towards the car with a promise of fish fingers for tea. When we reach the car park, I notice a small red Citroën is blocking mine, the driver’s face invisible through a very dusty window. Whoever it is inside seems to be staring at my grandson. Focusing on him in a way that doesn’t seem quite right. Suddenly, a mobile phone appears behind the glass, as if the person in the car is taking a photograph.

I grab Dylan’s hand, thinking about the number of times his grandfather and I have warned him about strangers, both of us trying to instil in him a lesson he doesn’t yet understand. Always stay close to Granny, I’ve said numerous times. Don’t ever stray too far. There are too many people in this world who can’t be trusted.

Just as I’m about to approach the car and ask for it to be moved, demand to know why someone appears to be taking pictures of us, the driver revs the engine loudly and drives away. Dust from the ground rises in the air and hovers before falling again.

I turn and head back to my own car, thinking about the words Amy said to me just a few minutes ago. It’s more than coping.

I close my fingers more tightly around my grandson’s. She has no idea how wrong she is, I think. I’m nowhere near as strong as anyone thinks.

Because the man who took my Sarah away from me, who took Dylan’s mother from him, changed who I am forever.




Chapter 2

Sarah before

The airport was busy, despite the early hour, even the staff milling around the baggage carousels looking bleary-eyed, as if they were coming to the end of a long shift rather than just starting one. Sarah yawned as she watched the first suitcases appear through the plastic flaps. Their flight had been full and no doubt there’d be many bags coming through before theirs appeared. She was looking forward to getting out of there and flopping into bed.

Drew touched her elbow. ‘You wait here; I’ll get the cases.’

Sarah nodded. She was grateful not to have to move. On the flight, her legs had been squashed to one side due to the larger gentleman sitting next to her and now they were aching. She knew Drew was tired too. When they’d come through security – trying not to move while they were scanned with a wand or roll their eyes while they waited for their hand luggage to go through the scanner – he’d looked twitchy and nervous. As if he’d rather be anywhere but there. She sighed as she watched him approach the baggage carousel. Despite the fantastic holiday they’d had, she didn’t blame him for being a bit grouchy. The experience of a long-haul flight home and then trying to get through the strict airport protocol at the other side was enough to test anyone’s patience.

She glanced at her phone, wondering if she should message her parents again, to let them know they were almost through to arrivals. Just a few more minutes, hopefully. Mum and Dad would have been waiting a while now and they would both be worried about getting to work. Dad would no doubt be feeling impatient at the thought that he still had to get through the morning traffic that always filled the motorway between Manchester and Warrington and that he might be late to the office. Perhaps she and Drew should have just booked a taxi, but, even though it was a lot to ask them to come to the airport so early, Sarah had really wanted to see her parents as soon as she got off the plane. She wanted them to be the first to hear all her news.

She lit up her phone screen and found the WhatsApp chat she shared with her mother. The last message Mum had sent had been to ask about their arrival time and Sarah had replied with all the details. She typed out another message now:


Just waiting for our bags. Not too much longer, fingers crossed!



She remembered when she’d first told her mum about the holiday Drew had booked for them both as a surprise.

‘America? Isn’t it a bit early to be going so far with him? And for ten days? You’ve only been together a couple of months.’

Sarah understood what her mum was saying. She herself had been surprised when Drew had presented her with the tickets. It hadn’t even been a special occasion: her birthday, or Valentine’s Day, for example. He’d just said afterwards that he’d felt like being spontaneous. Treating her.

‘I’ve been away with Keeley loads of times and you’ve never had a problem with it.’ Sarah’s mum and dad had brought her up to be a confident traveller, her first holiday abroad just after she and her best friend had completed their A levels and wanted to do something to celebrate. Her parents had checked everything before they went. Made sure the hotel was safe for two eighteen-year-old girls travelling alone, made sure they both had adequate insurance, had photocopies of their passports and spare money hidden in their luggage. They’d covered every eventuality.

‘That’s different.’ Mum had looked doubtful. ‘You two are practically like sisters, you’ve been friends for so long. What if you and Drew find you don’t get on once you’re together twenty-four hours a day? It’s only been dates and the odd night together before now. Can Drew even afford such extravagant surprises? What does he do for a living?’

‘He’s self-employed. He owns that big gym in town, as well as an online health and nutrition company.’

‘Wow.’ Her mum had looked impressed. ‘Maybe you have picked well this time.’

‘He comes from quite a well-known family, apparently. His dad was a very well-respected senior police officer and local councillor, before he died.’

Her mother raised an eyebrow at that. ‘Not Donald Allison?’

‘That’s him.’

‘Double wow.’

Sarah sighed now as she watched Drew locate the first of their cases and deftly pull it from the conveyor. She couldn’t imagine, even in the early days, ever not getting on with him. From the beginning, they’d simply clicked, seemed to have what all the social media posts called chemistry. And the holiday had gone so well. Even better than she’d expected. She was sure her parents would like Drew as much as she did once they got to know him better. Her dad was always twitchy when a new boyfriend came on the scene. She’d always been his little girl and probably always would be.

She smiled to herself as she noticed an older woman openly admiring Drew’s physique as he caught hold of the second case. He was a handsome man. Seven years older than she was, something else that had concerned her mother a little when they’d met for the first time. Every time Sarah looked at him, she had a funny feeling in her tummy, as if her insides were doing the forward rolls they used to have to do in PE at school. Not only was Drew good-looking, he was also a complete romantic, sending her a dozen roses after just their second date, and another dozen after their third. Then there were the chocolates and wine and the meals at high-end restaurants, where he’d recommend dishes and order for her, so she’d be surprised. Mum had thought it was a bit over the top, rolling her eyes as both Sarah and Keeley enthused and gasped over every delivery, every gesture. Such attention from a man was like a dream come true.

Surely her mum understood the feeling of just knowing something was right? Had perhaps felt similar when she’d first met Dad? Although Sarah couldn’t imagine her dad ever going to the same lengths Drew had been to when it came to romance.

He wheeled both cases towards her.

‘Shall I help?’

He shook his head. ‘I’ve got them. You lead the way.’

As they made their way towards the arrivals hall, Sarah felt another flutter in her stomach. Nerves this time. Part of her was so looking forward to telling her parents all about her trip, but another part of her was reluctant to tell them exactly how well it had gone. What if they really did think that her and Drew’s relationship was moving too quickly? Should they still be meeting up in bars and restaurants at this stage, like she had with her other boyfriends, rather than travelling thousands of miles together? She fiddled with the letter S at the base of her neck.

She tried to focus as she followed the other passengers through the double glass doors. The time difference between the two countries meant she and Drew had been catapulted forward by eight hours, their journey beginning a whole day ago, and she was really starting to feel a bit unbalanced now, when it should have still been night-time for her. She smiled as she spotted her parents at the far end of the hall, behind a barrier. At least they didn’t look too agitated by their early morning trip.

She lifted her hand in a wave before jogging over to where they were waiting. She put her arms around her dad’s neck before hugging her mum. ‘Thanks so much for coming. I know it’s super-early and you both have work. We would have booked a taxi, but I just really wanted to see you.’

Her dad shrugged. ‘Well, I could have done without such an early start, but you know we’d rather make sure you get home safe than be worrying.’ He glanced at Drew as he spoke, as if to say, I hope you’ve taken good care of my precious daughter over the last ten days.

‘Thanks, Dad.’

Her mum gestured over her shoulder. ‘Come on, let’s get out of here. The poor dog is waiting for his breakfast, not to mention the fact that the car park is costing us a fortune. You can tell us all about your trip when you get home.’

Sarah felt her heart thud. ‘Hold on a sec, Mum …’

Her mum was already on the move. ‘I know you’re keen to tell us everything, Sarah, and I can’t wait to hear all about it, honestly, but we really should go. You need to get some rest if you’re going to be ready to go back to work tomorrow. I’ve changed your bedding and put out some clean pyjamas if you want to get some sleep for a little while. Maybe Drew could come round for supper tomorrow and we could …’

‘Actually, Claire …’ Drew came up from behind Sarah, still wheeling the cases. It seemed strange, hearing him call her mum by her first name. As if they were old friends.

Sarah’s mum turned back, frowning. ‘What is it?’

Drew glanced at Sarah before continuing. ‘Well, Sarah and I were hoping you could drop us both off at my place? If that’s not too much trouble?’

‘Both of you?’ Her mum looked at her dad and then back at Drew. ‘But Sarah has work tomorrow, Drew. Her boss won’t take kindly to her having any more time off, especially as she didn’t give much notice before jetting off to the States with you. She’ll want to shower and unpack …’

Sarah suddenly felt nervous, much more so than she had when she was coming through from baggage collection. She felt much the same way she had when she’d had to tell her parents she’d decided to switch subjects just a few months after starting her degree course. Or when she’d overspent on her account and gone overdrawn. She felt her cheeks flush as she touched her necklace again. It was a habit she often turned to when she was anxious.

‘Sarah?’

Sarah looked back at her mum.

‘What’s going on?’

Sarah took a deep breath and tried to smile. She held up her left hand, waggling her fingers in an exaggerated backward wave. ‘Mum, Dad, you know what often happens when people go to Las Vegas …’ She crossed the fingers of her other hand. She was so hoping her parents’ reaction wasn’t the opposite of what she wanted it to be.

Her mum’s eyes widened as she put her own hand to her mouth. ‘What? You mean?’ She looked at her husband as if to check he was following her train of thought. To confirm she wasn’t imagining the rose gold ring she was seeing on her daughter’s finger. ‘Are you kidding?’

Sarah shook her head and laughed. ‘No joke. Drew and I got married. Can you believe it? I’m Mrs Allison.’




Chapter 3

Claire now

I stand at the living room window and look out across the darkening space at the back of the house. It’s much colder now than it was this afternoon, but the heating is on and the Christmas lights I hung on the tree just a few days ago make the inside of the house seem cosy. I think about Amy in her tiny room in the hostel on the other side of town. The opposite of cosy, as I’ve seen on the many occasions I’ve visited her there, taken second-hand clothes and toiletries. I hope she can afford to switch on the two-bar fire I recently found for her. It’s not great, a donation left outside Gilbert House, but it’s better than nothing.

The garden is covered in a light layer of frost now; icy crystals sparkle on the grass. Sarah loved being outside, I remember, as I look up at the clear moon, the thousands of stars gathering around it. Autumn and winter were her favourite seasons, one racing into the other in a flurry of leafy walks and garden tidying and building snowmen. Will Dylan be the same? I wonder. A lover of nature like his mother? If Sarah were still here, would she be teaching him about plants? Encouraging him to love and respect what grows around us, as we did with her?

I remember the night our daughter decided she wanted to camp out with Keeley, when the two of them were eleven or twelve. Guy had been all for it. Children needed to be able to spend time outdoors without fear, he’d said. He’d done it frequently when he was a child and look at him now. He’d made it through unscathed. In the end, I’d bought an old baby monitor, much like the one I use for Dylan now, and set it up between the tent and our bedroom. The girls had eventually got cold and migrated inside. Their giggles made me smile as they reached me over the airwaves.

Sarah always made a point of saying what good parents we were, Guy and I. Easy-going, laid-back, compared to her friends’ parents. Always willing to let her enjoy her adventures, never too serious. We were the best role models, she’d say often. A compliment we’d wave away but secretly enjoy.

Sometimes, I wonder if my daughter ever really knew me at all.

I hesitate as I grab the curtains on either side of me, about to pull them closed. In the darkness, beyond my reflection, I’m certain I can see a slight shadow, flickering between the trees at the end of the lawn, gone before I can ascertain if it really existed, or if it was simply a figment of my imagination. It wouldn’t be the first time I think I’ve seen someone lurking around the house in the eighteen months or so since Guy and I split up. My nerves are often heightened these days, my imagination in overdrive, as must often happen to people who mostly live alone. Especially those who have been through a trauma.

I stare though the window. There it is again. Something moving. Perhaps it’s an animal, I think. A fox or one of next door’s cats, who never seem to stick to their own territory. It suddenly makes its way behind the shed and towards the back gate, gone again. I swallow heavily and close the curtains to shut out the night.

I switch on the TV, always tuned in to my preferred news channel when I’m in the house. Even Dylan has got used to the constant drone of the newsreader. As I flop onto the sofa, the lights of the baby monitor on the side table next to me flashing briefly as my grandson settles to sleep in Sarah’s old room, I hear my ex-husband’s voice in my head, as clear as if he still lives here. As if he never left. Aren’t our lives difficult enough without subjecting ourselves to this onslaught of misery, day in, day out?

Guy never did understand my need to watch the news constantly. I struggled to explain it to him that it’s like a compulsion. Like the need for a cigarette or alcohol or a chocolate bar. As if the constant grim, often macabre, storylines are feeding something inside me, like I’m a snake swallowing mice. Other people’s misery assures me that I’m not alone, that I’m not the only person to have been through such upheaval.

I quickly scan the headlines at the bottom of the screen, black letters on a white background: a little girl who has wandered away from her family in Scotland; a prisoner on the loose somewhere, a few cities away; another parliamentary scandal. I think about the little girl’s parents. How strange it must be for them to tune in to the news and see themselves as the focus. Everyone in the world able to see what they’re going through, suddenly an audience to their distress. It’s not easy.

I jump as my mobile rings, the dog pricking up an ear from his usual place on the hearth rug, watching me. Poor Boswell, I think, as I scrabble around the sofa for my phone. He misses Sarah as much as I do.

‘Hi.’ I don’t need to look at the screen to know who’s calling.

‘Just checking in before I settle. You okay?’ Guy sounds tired. Neither of us has a great sleeping pattern lately. Quite often I doze on the sofa on and off for days at a time, without ever making it upstairs to my bed. I suspect my ex is the same.

‘I’m okay.’ I glance at the clock on the mantelpiece, an old carriage my ex-mother-in-law gave me when we got married, that I’ve always hated. Almost eight-thirty. Next to the clock, my daughter stares out at me from the picture taken on her wedding day. Sarah is smiling widely, her face freckled and golden from the American sun, her long hair looking a little lighter than its usual dark brunette shade. The left side of the original print has been cut off, the image made smaller. Only Sarah’s face is showing now. I avert my eyes and glance down at the laptop next to me on the sofa. ‘I don’t have much time to talk. The first calls will be coming in soon.’

Guy yawns loudly. ‘That helpline. You know I’m really proud of you for setting it up and everything, really proud, but couldn’t you leave someone else to take the reins on the odd occasion? It’s Friday night. You should be getting some rest after a week of working and looking after Dylan. When do you get any time to yourself?’

I imagine him in the bedsit he’s lived in since we split up, not far from the big roundabout that leads into town. No doubt he’ll now be in front of the TV, his eyes not quite focused on some nature documentary or motoring programme, his hand clutching a tumbler of whisky. He and I talked a lot about the pros and cons of founding a helpline after we lost Sarah. I knew what I was committing to, how much work it would be. But what would I be doing at the weekends, once Dylan was asleep, if I didn’t have the calls to occupy me? Also sitting drinking whisky?

‘It’s our busiest weekend of the year.’ Mad Friday. Two weeks until Christmas and the world and his wife are out celebrating. As I might have been if I were still living a normal life. If I were still married, not estranged from most of my friends. If it weren’t the anniversary of losing my daughter. ‘Besides, it helps keep my mind off things.’

Guy sighs. ‘It doesn’t get much easier, does it? Every year, it feels the same.’

I glance at the TV again. On the screen, officers in high-vis vests seem to be searching hedgerows and woodland for the missing little girl. ‘No, it doesn’t get easier.’ I change the subject. ‘Are you still okay to collect Dyl in the morning?’

‘Yep. I’ll be there, usual time. Tell him I’ve got ice cream in for him. And fish fingers of course.’

‘That’ll be fish fingers two days in a row then.’ I try to feed my grandson as healthily as I know his mother would like me to. But what are weekends for to a four-year-old, if not treats? I jump as the doorbell rings, the sound seeming overly loud. ‘I’ll have to go. Someone’s at the door and I don’t have much time.’

‘Are you expecting anyone?’

‘I don’t think so.’

‘Put the chain on.’

‘I’m fine, Guy. I’m sure I can cope with answering the door by myself.’ Ever since he moved out, my ex has been protective of me, jittery about me being in the house alone with Dylan. Part of the territory for a family like ours, I guess.

‘Just humour me.’

I end the call and head down the hallway, Boswell at my heels. I hope I can get to the door before the bell sounds again. I don’t want Dylan to wake up. Despite Guy’s warning, I forget the chain and swing the door wide open, ready to send whoever is calling on me at this time of the evening on their way.

My heart thuds. I know as soon as I look across the threshold that I’ve made a big mistake.




Chapter 4

Sarah before

Sarah looked down at the table she’d set. It didn’t look quite as good as her mum’s tables, when she and Dad threw dinner parties for Dad’s work colleagues or hosted the family Christmas. Some of the cutlery didn’t quite match, two of the forks from a different set, and she’d accidentally chipped one of the plates as she was getting it out of the cupboard. One of Drew’s plates. She was proud of it though, and the way she’d draped the napkins mostly hid the tiny chip. She hoped. ‘What do you think, Mum?’

Her mum smiled at her. ‘It looks lovely, sweetheart. Doesn’t it, Guy?’

Her dad nodded. ‘Really nice, love.’ He gestured to the kitchen. ‘I’ll go help Drew with the wine.’

Sarah looked down at the table again, just to make sure everything was in the right place. This was the first dinner she’d hosted as Drew’s wife and she wanted everything to be as perfect as she could get it. It had taken some getting used to, living in a new place, trying to treat it like her own. She’d been in the same house all her life, apart from her brief spell at uni, and now, since moving into her husband’s flat, she felt almost like a stranger. She’d packed up all her stuff in such a hurry after they got back from their holiday that she’d ended up leaving half of it behind: her make-up and childhood journals, some of her most treasured possessions. Maybe it would have been different if they’d found somewhere completely new together after they’d got married, but that wouldn’t have made any financial sense. Not when Drew had a place that he’d already been living in for years. Even if the area it was in wasn’t quite what she’d been used to growing up. She looked up as her mum spoke again.

‘I love those napkin rings. Very trendy.’

Sarah smiled. ‘We got them with the John Lewis vouchers you got us after the wedding. Drew really appreciated you getting us something. He said you really didn’t need to. Especially as you weren’t there.’

‘No, well.’ Her mum’s smile slipped a little. ‘We couldn’t not get you anything, though, could we? Our little girl just got married.’

Sarah chuckled and wiggled the fingers of her left hand again. She was struggling to get used to wearing the ring. Sometimes it felt heavy and cumbersome and, on the odd occasion in the couple of weeks they’d been home from the US, she’d slipped it off when Drew wasn’t looking. Just to give her finger a break. It probably wasn’t the type of ring she’d have picked herself – she’d have preferred something daintier – but she loved it, nonetheless.

‘I guess we should have had an idea, in hindsight. You did go to Vegas, after all. Obvious really.’ Her mum looked thoughtful for a second. ‘I just wish …’

Mum stopped talking as Drew and Sarah’s dad came in from the kitchen, carrying bottles of wine. Drew seemed relaxed as he chatted to her dad about a recent football match. He’d welcomed both of her parents warmly when they arrived, complimenting Mum on her outfit and thanking her for the expensive chocolates she’d brought. It was exactly the scenario Sarah had been hoping for when she’d suggested a dinner party to celebrate their wedding with everyone who hadn’t been there.

When Drew had first met her parents, a couple of weeks or so after they started dating, he’d been quiet and reserved, and Sarah had warned her dad beforehand not to make any of his stupid jokes. Drew wasn’t like the immature boys she’d gone out with in the past. He didn’t drink a lot or have any desire to smoke weed. Nor did he like fast food or going to burger joints. He liked to eat healthily and work out. When she’d introduced him to her parents, she’d kind of felt like she was back in the days of her parent–teacher conferences at school. When Dad had shook her teacher’s hand and made some comment about the premier league to break the ice. She was glad the atmosphere seemed a little more relaxed tonight.

She looked back at her mum. ‘Wish what?’

‘Nothing, it doesn’t matter.’

Drew put the wine on the table and came over to where Sarah was standing. He draped an arm around her shoulders. ‘The table looks great, doesn’t it, Claire? Your daughter’s worked really hard on this dinner. She’s been cooking all day. You should be proud of her.’

Sarah felt her cheeks flush. She hadn’t told her husband about the frantic call she made to her mother early this morning, when he was still in bed. She’d woken up in the small hours sure that the whole dinner party was going to be a disaster because she’d chosen lamb for the main and had never cooked it before. She didn’t want Drew to see her in such a state. Luckily, Mum had patiently talked her through every step of what she needed to do and the smells now coming from the flat’s kitchen seemed right.

‘I’m sure it’s going to be delicious.’ Her mum winked at her discreetly.

‘Definitely.’ Drew looked at her and lowered his voice. ‘Though, don’t think I didn’t notice the little accident you had with the plate.’ He chuckled. ‘I guess you owe me a new one, clumsy.’

‘I’m sorry …’

‘I’m just kidding.’

Sarah smiled. She’d thought she’d managed to hide what had happened.

They all looked up as the doorbell rang, Drew rubbing his hands together as if
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