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			For Lily, whose darkness shines like no other.

			Darker, dearie. Always darker.

		

	
		
			

			Part 1

			Freya Higgins

			Shall I carve you in alabaster,

			Coil around you verse and rhymes?

			Toss your name into the asters

			Baptise you in Styx and wine?

			Only so do I seal the Doors 

			Of my mortal love

			Into your immortal eyes.

			 

			Bartleby Brimstone, ‘To a Young Bride’, 1898

			

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 1

			Darkley

			Laura watched her knuckles whiten around the wheel as they left the city centre, domed by Christmas decorations the town had neglected to take down.

			‘You shouldn’t drive when you’re nervous.’

			‘I’m not nervous.’

			Matt gave her a look. ‘You know you’re supposed to hold the wheel, not choke it, right?’

			She let out the breath that had been building against her teeth all week. Pinned to the door of every house, every shop, every restaurant, white roses winked in the December light and followed Laura as she wheeled by. Tomorrow, the streets would be littered with petals. The Darkley ­way of ushering in a new year. At least, since—

			Matt started humming an Ariana Grande song, his thumb drumming against the car door, efforts not to look nervous, which told Laura how nervous he was.

			They’d been together too long to fool each other. 

			Two decades was a long time for any couple, but crammed inside a shoebox London flat? If you asked her, the years should be worth double. Laura could pick up on Matt’s moods by his way of breathing, predict his smiles from the lines that splintered around his eyes.

			

			A girlfriend once asked how she managed it, sharing a flat with her fiancé as well as a workplace.

			‘Don’t you want to kill him sometimes?’

			‘Sometimes,’ Laura said, but only to sound normal.

			It was uncanny how she didn’t get sick of Matt. Instead of making her crave a gulp of fresh air, the sight of his boyish face – boyish, still, at thirty-­seven – smoothed away her tension faster than a tablet of Xanax.

			‘Lo?’

			She glanced away from the road. The golden-­red stubble on Matt’s cheeks gleamed like pennies in the winter light.

			‘What?’

			‘You know we don’t have to go, right?’

			She laughed an awkward laugh. She heard it, not so much in the cringe-­inducing snort that filled the car, but in Matt’s silence. He always knew she was bullshitting herself ten seconds before she did.

			‘We go every year,’ she said.

			‘And every year it makes you miserable.’

			She flicked the wipers into top gear, but they couldn’t keep up with the buckets of rain plummeting from the sky. ‘I’m not miserable.’

			Matt didn’t protest. Didn’t need to.

			‘It’s been twenty years, Matt. Twenty years today.’

			‘You’re right. Whole town’s gonna be there. It was a stupid thought. The timing’s wrong to—’

			

			‘To what?’

			She saw him lick his lips, out the corner of her eye.

			‘You think we should bail?’

			‘No, not now.’

			‘But eventually. You think it’d be nice if we just . . . stopped going.’

			A few seconds of silence, broken by the whoosh-­whoosh of the wipers. 

			Could Laura blame him? Really, it was admirable Matt had stuck to the grim tradition as long as he had. When he’d started dating her, it wasn’t like she’d come out with it upfront. ‘I hope you’re cool with cancelling all your future New Year’s Eve celebrations. Don’t worry, my way’s better. We meet with people who eat canapes and trade tales about a girl you’ve never met. But, I promise, you get to decide what we do for Christmas.’

			The vigils were pointless. Part of her hated them, hated the cardboard girl Freya turned into in the mouths of old teachers, hearing her described with words like ‘vibrant’ and ‘inspirational’. John Lennon’s ‘Imagine’ playing as the throng released sky lanterns, which Freya would have probably boycotted on account of the environment. The dizzying array of pies and biscuits, gobbled as people complained about sore stomachs, like this was just an excuse for one more cheat day, a post-­scriptum to the holiday season. 

			Pointless. Same as wearing black or pinning a white rose to your front door.

			The dead don’t care.

			In the early years, Laura even flirted with the idea of dropping the vigils. One year – was it 2006? 2007? – she and Matt started the drive back to London early, right after Christmas. About halfway down the A1, cramps shot down her stomach, so strong she thought she might be having a miscarriage.

			

			‘Lo.’ Matt had freaked as her face went dead-­calm with pain.

			‘Drive us back.’

			‘Do you need a hospital?’

			‘Drive us back.’

			Only after they started driving back to Darkley did the pangs begin to abate.

			Laura understood, then, that the only thing worse than going to the vigils would be not going to the vigils, for them to be happening, without her, in their mawkish mediocrity. The same way life was happening without Freya, day after day. Year after year.

			‘Shit,’ Matt said, wrenching her from her thoughts. ‘I’m being an arse.’

			‘No.’

			‘I am. An insensitive arse.’

			‘Has it been too long?’ The words were out before she could stop them. They had been brewing in her mind all week, like bitter ale. ‘Should I have moved on by now? Is it weird that I’m still . . . fixated on this?’

			‘No.’ Matt’s hand shot to her shoulder. Shot back to his side. ‘Laura, no. She was your friend. You were like sisters. It’s not weird.’

			But it’s been so long.

			The words floated above their heads in the car, like a crown of unlit Christmas decorations. Useless, broken tinsels she would carry out of the attic, every year, dutifully – what for? Loyalty? 

			

			Punishment?

			A taste of sour milk washed up her throat.

			‘I shouldn’t have said anything.’ Matt shook his head. ‘If this is what you need to do, it’s what we’re doing. I just want you to be happy.’

			‘I know.’

			She felt the prickle of Matt’s stare as he scanned her face for tears. 

			But the tears had dried up, many years ago. She would not cry tonight at the vigil. Not when the lanterns took flight, not even as Freya’s stare drilled into her like boiled gemstones from the photograph projected onto a white sheet. That smile would slice into Laura’s ribcage, beaming from a face which, if she lived to be a hundred, she could still draw from memory.

			She would feel its snare, a tight net of thorns and razors. She could feel it now.

			Seventeen: timeless, beautiful Freya.

			Her eyes would pick Laura out from the crowd and the hairs would bristle in the back of her neck, at the ghost of Frey’s bubblegum breath.

			You think you deserve to be happy?

			Laura shook herself out of the thought. She was choking the wheel again. ‘We can talk about doing something else next year, okay?’

			‘Yeah,’ Matt said, though he had to know she was lying. That as long as Freya was missing they would be going to those vigils.

			

			The dead might not care about flowers and ceremony. But the living did.

			If there remained even a tiny chance that Freya was still out there, somewhere, Laura would carry on dragging those boxes of broken baubles out of the attic.

			Her grip tightened at her friend’s voice in her mind. It’s the least you can do, after what you did.

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 2

			Broken Clocks

			Laura went upstairs to change while Matt took out the groceries. It wasn’t a change of clothes she needed so much as a few minutes of solitude before facing her mother, father and brother.

			Not because her family was that kind of family, but because Laura was that kind of person. As her psychologist put it: ‘Social situations aren’t the same for everyone. Some people are helium balloons: they go on floating for days. You need to recharge. Fill up your air supplies before you can face the music.’

			Laura was not a fan of the metaphor. The whole point of a balloon was, arguably, to float. So did existence revolve around being with people? Were moments of alone time just an in-­between? What if solitude was the point, and all the rest of life pockets of dizzy-­buzz to grind your teeth through?

			Dr Hammond just smiled and said, ‘Here’s your tendency to overthink.’

			Laura changed into a black winter dress, scanning the walls. Every time she went back to Darkley, the sight of her old bedroom washed over her in a wave both sweet and sour. Matt would let out a startled breath when they first opened the door, ‘Wow, look at how good you were. A real little Picasso.’

			

			Laura could tell, in those embarrassed comments, how much she had changed since adolescence. That Matt could not trace the drawings peppering the walls back to the woman he loved.

			To a more seasoned critic, Laura’s art had nothing to do with Picasso. If you wanted to use a comparison, the brewing fantasies scribbled on ripped notebook paper were closer to a fanfiction of Van Gogh.

			Shame splintered through her breastbone when Matt stroked his index finger along the spirally figures, hybrid creations that seemed from one angle human faces, and from another a tornado of black thorns and barbed wire.

			‘It’s so not you,’ Matt would say, with a casualness that was never cruel, but that sliced through her with the razor-­sharpness of cruelty.

			Wasn’t that what she wanted, what she had spent her whole adult life building towards? Scrubbing herself clean from Darkley as she would have scrubbed the rust off a knife? Shedding the old Laura Brimstone, the family brand of creative spark and twisted musings? 

			Matt was right. This wasn’t her.

			She had worked very hard to make sure of that. 

			Laura finished dressing and trotted downstairs, her fingers trailing down the mahogany handrail. She’d never forget her first sleepover, the private shame in discovering all houses could not pass for the decor of an Agatha Christie novel, with chandeliers instead of pendant lights, hardwood instead of carpeting.

			

			Though she’d been back at the Brimstone house a week, she couldn’t get used to how big it was. When she’d moved to London, city life hadn’t required major adjustments. From a mansion to a flat half the size of her parents’ living room, from a town that averaged nine hundred souls to a city where a theatre housed twice that many people – it had not unsettled Laura at all. She acclimatised to the chorus of car honks and chatter like a puzzle piece clicking into place.

			In a perverse fashion, it was the spacious family home now that made her feel lost at sea. The wide swathes of empty space that closed in with claustrophobic teeth.

			You would think a small town would be a better fit for a loner, that the constant stream of passers-by would send her into overload. But, in fact, London provided Laura with the one thing she could never find in Darkley.

			Anonymity.

			In London, she was a drop in a bucket of paint. Of all the people she met in the city, not one of them ever asked her, ‘Brimstone like the poet?’

			She found Matt in the kitchen with her mother. Teresa Brimstone made five feet of muscle and scarce quantities of body fat look especially fierce. At first glance, it was hard to find her intimidating, like it was hard to be intimidated by a switchblade smaller than a child’s palm. Then that blade sank into your carotid, and you realised it only needed a few inches to cause lethal damage.

			‘Still happy working at the pub, are you, Matthew?’

			‘Really happy, yeah.’

			

			‘Honest work, living off sweat and grind.’

			Urgh. Poor Matt.

			To his credit, he did a decent job pretending not to pick up on Teresa’s condescension. One of the things she had fallen in love with about Matt was his waterproof resistance to drama. He wouldn’t be drawn into a scene, not if you tied both hands behind his back and hurled him head first into a soap opera. If a client tried to pick a fight after a few drinks too many, Matt would defuse the situation with a smile, a palm on the back, and in a minute the guy would feel like a fool for saying anything. 

			Not that there hadn’t been a clash between his easygoing ways and the Brimstone family. The first time Laura brought home her fiancé, he confessed, ‘I almost curtsied.’ 

			To which she replied, ‘My mum has that effect on every­body.’

			Needless to say, her parents hadn’t been fans of Laura dropping art school so she and Matt could open a pub in central London. That their artistic child could be happy pouring pints and wiping peanut crumbs off counters stretched thin even the Brimstone imagination.

			Laura climbed down the last few steps and halted as she took in the kitchen table. Pecans, maple syrup, dairy-­free shortbread, two bars of dark chocolate and strawberries that would taste vaguely stronger than tap water.

			Still full of her old sketches, her brain leaped to how she would paint the scene. The tame pastel of watercolours wouldn’t do. She’d need acrylics: aggressive strokes of crimson. A flash of her teenage self, using nail polish to craft a portrait of her and Frey. Their faces morphed into dotted spirals, a swarm of rainbow beetles that might take flight at any moment.

			

			Teresa pinched Laura’s shoulder. ‘I remember when you and Freya made those.’

			Laura tore the plastic wrapping off the strawberries, rinsed them and began to chop. 

			‘The whole house would smell like chocolate. You’d go up to your bedroom leaving the table a battlefield.’ Teresa looked up at Matt, magnanimous, as if volunteering crucial information he would need for the vigil. ‘If you’d seen them together. They laughed the way only cartoon witches can laugh. Like sisters.’

			Laura said nothing, aware of Matt’s eyes, aware this probably fitted into his definition of ‘making herself miserable’. Reminiscing was part of the tradition, as much as the strawberry-­chocolate tart and the white roses.

			Teresa sighed. ‘Of course, you couldn’t mistake them for sisters, even if you were half blind. Polar opposites. But they just . . . matched.’

			‘Purple and gold,’ Laura let out.

			‘What’s that?’

			The shack, shack, shack of the blade lulled her into intimacy. She blinked, and realised she was not seeing the soggy fruit but the nail-­polish picture of her and Freya. Her sparkly gold, Freya’s mulberry purple.

			‘They’re opposites on the colour wheel. That’s why they go so well together. Contrast.’ Laura licked her lips, searching for a way to nip the subject in the bud. She should know better than to bring up anything art-­related around her mother. ‘I was yellow, and Frey was purple.’

			

			‘That’s right! That was your—’ Teresa snapped her fingers, fishing for the word.

			‘Our chromatic symbiosis,’ Laura finished.

			A flash of meeting Freya came back to her. Their first conversation – Laura couldn’t remember what it’d been about, for the life of her, but she remembered feeling as if an eye had just opened inside her, an eye that had also opened inside Freya. That they had seen each other for what they were.

			Kindred spirits. Mirror images. Doppelgangers.

			There didn’t even seem to be a reason. She and Frey didn’t have tons of things in common. Laura was a loner, happy to spend Friday nights with a sketchbook, while Freya lived for parties, booze and boys.

			Yet Laura had never felt anything more intense in her life. She loved Matt with her whole heart, of course, but she had loved Freya with her soul. 

			My dark Darkley soul.

			She shook herself from the thought as her mother laughed. ‘Yes, that’s what you called it. You even dyed your hair, one summer, to go with the phrase.’

			Matt cocked an eyebrow. ‘You were a blonde?’

			Laura crushed the seeds growing in her stomach, which wanted to resent her mother’s chirpy laughter and pleasant tone.

			Maybe it was the dark streak in her, rearing its head. But she couldn’t get on board with sharing pleasant memories about Frey, as if the disappearance was wrapped tight under a layer of polish, not a pulsing wound that squirted fresh blood with every heartbeat.

			How could they be trading in anecdotes instead of talking about the night it happened?

			

			It.

			The word itself wore a thousand faces. Murder, kidnapping, rape. Shouldn’t those get as much spotlight as Freya did until they’d gotten to the bottom of this?

			Laura pinched back a sigh. The bottom of what? After twenty years, the case was colder than Siberia. The night Freya disappeared, everyone had been wrapped up in celebrations, gorgeous gowns and masks winking in the glow of streetlights. The annual masquerade held on New Year’s Eve was exciting enough to outshine Christmas. Masks ripping from faces red with ale and frost, tossed into the air at the stroke of midnight.

			When had people noticed Freya’s absence? How many hours gorging on cakes, draining pints, dancing themselves sore, before anyone thought to wonder where she was?

			A missing-­person investigation was probably always a delicate task. But when all the witnesses were drunk and wearing masks? It had been dark, snowing, the party swept along in an avalanche of fairytale dresses. Yet people swore they had seen Freya before the unmasking. 

			When had she disappeared exactly? Who could say?

			Back then, no one had been in a state to take note of a teenager’s absence. Or, at any rate, to take it seriously. Now, memories of the events were warped, murky. Scanning them for clues was like looking into the wrong end of a telescope. 

			Or through a glass, darkly.

			Laura sighed. The town was bringing out the Brimstone in her, already.

			She scooped the strawberries into a bowl and started chopping chunks of chocolate, mindful not to press the flat of the blade against her scar.  

			

			No wonder that the vigil had never been discontinued all these years. It wasn’t just a tribute to Freya. It was atonement. A testimony to the collective guilt of everyone who had danced, merry and drunk, while Freya Higgins was being sucked into a black hole, never to be seen or heard from again.

			An unspoken agreement, voted for by the white roses that followed you as you walked by, like iris-less eyeballs, and which said that for as long as Freya would be missing, Darkley would not be celebrating New Year’s Eve.

			The kitchen door flew open.

			‘Henry,’ Teresa said, ‘you’re right on time. Come give us a hand.’

			Laura looked up from her board of chocolate chunks. Her brother was a study in contrariness. In his teens, when the other boys sported long hair coiffed in gelled spikes, Henry cropped his military-­short and waited till he was in his early forties to grow an Elvis black mane. If you glanced at the Brimstone family tree, where artists were the norm rather than the exception, you would take one look at Henry and think: musician. When he walked into a party, you wanted to shove a guitar into his hands, watch him strum through brooding tunes and melt hearts like butter. 

			Instead, he’d made a career in photography, which, as a teenager, Laura had dubbed the go-­to for people too lazy to paint.

			‘Can’t, Mum. I gotta pack. Jen’s expecting me for dinner.’

			Laura’s knife skidded against the wooden board.

			‘Lo.’ Matt’s eyes widened. ‘I’d like to marry you with all ten fingers attached to your hands.’

			

			Laura ignored him. ‘You’re leaving, now?’ she asked her brother.

			‘Well, not now-­now. Like I said, I gotta pack.’

			She shot him a cut-­the-­crap look. He knew perfectly well what she meant. ‘You can’t be serious.’

			She stopped. Would not say the words out loud, would not have the twenty-­year anniversary of Freya’s disappearance cheapened into something that could slip one’s mind. Is the vigil tonight? Damn, I forgot. Apologise for me, say hi to everyone.

			‘You got something to say, say it.’

			‘Does she need to, mate?’ Matt cut in. 

			He didn’t sound angry, didn’t raise his voice an iota. That same tone he used on drunks, talking sense even to the guys who looked an inch away from nuclear explosion.

			Henry held Matt’s stare, squaring the already-­square jaw that had made Laura suspiciously popular when her older brother picked her up from school.

			All week, he’d been a hedgehog-­ball of defensiveness, showing spikes whenever Laura probed for entry. Though they’d never been close, exactly, they hadn’t been the bickering sort, either. It was just like Henry to inaugurate sibling feuds so late into the game, like the anachronistic haircut, part of the practical joke he seemed to be playing on the world.

			‘Come on,’ Matt said. ‘You know what this means to her.’

			Henry put up a palm as if Matt were a stranger who had shown up at his door to sell him something. ‘I don’t have time for this.’

			He started up the stairs. 

			Matt brushed her shoulder. ‘Just drop it.’

			

			Instead, she brushed chocolate dust from her hands and dashed after her brother. 

			Henry’s bedroom looked less like a teenager’s than hers, with sober cliches, family portraits, a framed BA from UCL.

			‘What the hell is your problem?’

			He shook his head. ‘We’re not doing this.’

			‘When then? You’ve been gnawing at something all week. Might as well spit it out, unless you want to hold on to it for another year.’

			He flexed his fingers, stretching them away from his palms like the legs of a wounded spider. Funny, the sort of thing you remembered. Henry didn’t make fists. He bared palms when he got angry. This man might be a stranger now, one with whom she awkwardly navigated the house when they both made it back to Darkley. But that glimpse of bared skin etched into her like a butcher’s knife. For a flash, they might have been children again.

			‘No,’ he said. ‘You know what? I don’t have to explain myself. Is it so surprising I don’t wanna spend the night freezing my ass off, trading sob stories about a girl I barely knew? That I’d rather be with my family, that – gee – maybe New Year’s Eve doesn’t always have to be about Freya Higgins?’

			Laura sucked on her tongue until she was sure the words would not soar into high pitch. ‘You did not just say that to me.’

			Henry sighed. ‘Look, I’m not trying to pick a fight.’

			‘You could have fooled me.’

			She pressed her fists into her sides to stop herself from tucking her hands on her hips. She would look too much like their mother, and Henry was so unused to getting admonished he wouldn’t know what to do with it.

			

			‘Whatever your deal is, do you think you can keep your act together till after the vigil? Just one night, Henry.’

			He was silent a beat. Surrender? Retreat? 

			‘I’m not going, Laura. I’m sorry. I know she was your friend. But honestly? White roses and sky lanterns probably don’t mean much to Freya right now.’

			‘You think I don’t know that? This matters to me, Henry. I’m not asking you to come every year. But it’s been twenty years, today.’

			He paused. Though she wanted to think he was acting callous, she could see him chiselling the sharpness out of his words. ‘Exactly,’ he said. ‘I’m tired of going through the whole parade. Tired of this town built around a broken clock no one’s bothering to fix.’

			‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

			‘Take a bloody look at yourself.’

			Laura’s mouth closed.

			Her brother’s eyes cracked with apology. ‘You’re thirty-­seven, engaged since forever to the guy you’ve been dating since forever. You work in a pub—’

			‘Don’t patronise me, Henry. Don’t you dare patronise me.’

			He waved a hand. ‘I didn’t mean it like that.’

			She laughed. ‘Spoken like a real Brimstone. Nothing down the family tree but artists, geniuses and black sheep, right? Well, I’m fine where I am.’

			‘You wanna make me sound like a prick? Go ahead. But you look at me, Laura, and tell me this is the life you wanted.’ He shook his head. ‘What happened to you? You had such fucking potential. You couldn’t eat dinner without smudging the ketchup in your plate and making it look like something I’d hang on a wall.’

			

			The compliment threw her off, as much as the rest.

			‘Then you pissed it all away – why? Rebellion? Proving to mum and dad you can be normal? It’s like you’re stuck in time, playing the teenagers.’

			Laura didn’t say anything.

			‘Twenty years – maybe that’s enough dredging up the past. Maybe it’s time you started looking in the other direction. Looking forward.’

			She gritted her teeth so hard she worried she might spit them out in shards. ‘She disappeared, Hare. She just . . . disappeared.’

			‘I know.’

			‘She’s probably dead.’

			The look in his eyes didn’t soften. ‘And if she is? How many more years till it gets through to you that you don’t have to be as well?’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 3

			The Dark Dreamers’ Club

			On the ride to the clearing, Teresa was chatty, raking against Laura’s need for solitude. The air in the car felt stale, with both Laura and Matt in the back seat, and her father, Edward, riding shotgun in aloof silence. Of course, her mother meant well, trying to defuse the argument with Henry. But it was hard not to interpret it as part of Teresa’s ‘your brother is always right’ politics.

			‘Henry can be a bit tactless, but it’s his way of looking out for you.’

			‘By not going to the vigil, when I explicitly asked him to?’

			‘Of course, it’s all very unfortunate,’ Teresa said. A saleswoman, pacifying a client returning a dysfunctional product. ‘But you can’t expect Henry to guess how much this means to you.’

			Laura hadn’t expected him to guess anything. It was why she’d used language.

			‘You didn’t become friends with Freya until secondary school. I know, it feels like longer because the two of you became thick as thieves so fast. But Henry was already at university. He didn’t see how you were with her, didn’t see you do everything together like—’

			

			‘Like sisters.’ Laura reined back the acidity in her tone.

			She hated to hear Freya and her had been like sisters. If having a sister was anything like having a brother, the analogy didn’t do them justice.

			The car park at the wood border was packed as it only got this time of year. Teresa shoe-­horned the Volvo into a slot tight enough to make Laura wince. Think what you want of Teresa Brimstone, but she could parallel park into nooks that would give even seasoned drivers cold sweats. The four of them got out, and Laura gripped her strawberry tart the way churchgoers might hold their crucifix.

			The path to the clearing was paved with fairy lights, coiled into tree branches and bushes of honeysuckle. Silence dropped over them. Laura could feel the whole family going solemn, except for Matt. To him, this had only ever been the place where vigils were held. But to her parents? The place was layered, laden with memories of masquerade balls, night-­long feasts and mutinous excitement. Images came back to her, when Laura was as young as four or five, propped on her dad’s shoulders, dressed as Tinkerbell with a blue mask knotted round her dark curls.

			For those old enough to remember not just the vigils, but the traditional Darkley New Year’s celebrations, walking down that pathway came with sobering humility. Those woods smelled of deceptive pleasures, of alchemy, of how fast a community could be hoodwinked into tragedy.

			The clearing ahead shimmered with the light of a hundred lanterns. Oblong tables had been gathered under a marquee. The first time she’d taken Matt, he’d breathed into her ear, ‘I feel like we’re going to the circus.’ That might have held a kernel of truth back in the old days. But now? If this was a circus, it wasn’t one where you’d want to bring the kids. 

			

			Flocks of black-­clad folks pooled around tables draped in black crepe. Even the smell of food couldn’t fend off the ashy aroma that loomed overhead. Projected on a white-­sheet, was a picture of Freya, bizarre in its hugeness, a teenage, seven- feet-­tall face.

			They could have been a religious faction stepping inside a temple, ready to worship at the altar of a girl-­goddess.

			Laura halted, leaving her parents to shoulder their way inside the tent. The picture catapulted her back to Freya’s sixteenth birthday: candle wax thawing on top of a coconut cake, Freya’s lips puckered as she mimed blowing a kiss at Laura’s camera. 

			She stared at her friend’s face in the photograph, and it felt like Frey was looking back, in that way she had of always seeming to look at you. You, in the back of the room, you, who were just minding your own business, trying not to draw attention.

			‘Gosh, Laurie, is that really you?’

			Laura swivelled to meet a tall, hanger-­skinny blonde, whose face didn’t ring a bell for several seconds. Then she located the mole perched above her upper lip, which had been buried under foundation at school for fear it would be mistaken for herpes.

			‘Ashley.’

			The woman drew her into a hug before Laura could protest. There was barely time for Matt to sweep the tart out of the way. One thing Laura hated about the vigils was that people apparently thought grief was an excuse to flaunt physical boundaries. 

			

			‘Gosh, I haven’t seen you since – what? 2014?’ Laura took a step back, reestablishing breathable space. She grabbed Matt’s hand, because Ashley would be less likely to embrace her if her arm was attached to a man. ‘Matt, you remember Ashley.’

			‘Ye-­ah.’ But Laura could tell he was guessing as much as recollecting. ‘We must have done the last term of upper sixth together, when I moved to Darkley. You guys used to hang out, right?’

			Ashley gave a tilt of the head. ‘That’s underselling it. I was Laura’s knight.’

			‘Her what?’

			Laura’s cheeks flamed.

			‘Come on.’ Ashley waved them forward. ‘Come say hi to the Club.’

			‘Oh, no. I mean,’ she said, horrified by her lapse in diplomacy, ‘my parents need me.’

			She glanced around for Edward and Teresa, but they had faded in the throng of black dresses and trenchcoats. Anyway, Ashley was already steering them towards the centre of the tent. Faces tickled at the edges of Laura’s memory, old schoolmates wringing napkins, wiping pie filling from their lips.

			Matt let out a whimper, and she realised she was grinding the bones of his hand. Of all the things she was hoping never to go through in her life, an impromptu secondary-school reunion at a Darkley vigil made the top three.

			

			Laura licked her lips.

			It shouldn’t sting that though the rest of the Club had loved Freya as Laura did, they only came to the vigils on the big anniversaries. It was their right to grieve their friend in whatever way felt natural.

			Yet Laura resented it, not for Freya’s sake, but for her own sake. She resented that the Club didn’t feel compelled to come here, year after year, that the black hole of Freya’s disappearance didn’t suck them in every New Year’s Eve. 

			‘Look who I dredged up,’ Ashley said, before Laura could think of an excuse to flee.

			Two pairs of eyes speared her where she stood. She recognised Roux. You couldn’t not recognise Roux, with his coffee-­brown gaze marred by an irregular blotch of gold in his left iris. At thirty-­eight, the stubble on his cheeks still looked like peach fuzz, and he apparently hadn’t resigned himself to shaving it.

			‘Well, I’ll be damned.’ He gave a half-­grin. ‘Our Dark Dreamer Queen.’

			Oh God.

			Laura could feel the squint on Matt’s face without needing to look.

			‘It’s good to see you, Roux,’ she said, hoping to veer off topic. If he made her call him ‘Marquis’ in front of Matt, she would not survive it.

			‘Well, well. Laura Brimstone, as I live and breathe.’

			Laura knew the wry voice before her brain pieced together the Cleopatra nose, the pixie cut.

			‘Maisy?’

			Laura’s jaw dropped. 

			

			Was this the plain, pasty-­skinned girl she’d known back then, whose eyes disappeared under a fringe so thick it could have passed for a broom brush?

			The pixie-­cut beauty bit into a cookie sprinkled with cranberries. ‘I believe that’s Baroness to you.’

			A shard of glass went down Laura’s throat. It was too much. Maisy, Roux, Ashley. The whole Dark Dreamers’ Club reunited, with one notable exception. 

			‘Er . . .’ Matt said. ‘Baroness?’

			Maisy looked him up and down. ‘Who’s your beau?’

			‘Matt. You all remember Matt?’

			‘Of course,’ Roux said, with the kind of enthusiasm that reeked of lie. 

			There had been a few occasions for Matt to meet the people who had been Laura’s closest friends in school, but she didn’t think any of them had bothered to get to know him. When she started dating Matt, she’d already fallen out with the Club. A few months later, they moved to London, and she had never brought up Roux, Ashley or Maisy again.

			Besides, to the Club, Matt was an outsider: born in Manchester, educated at Trinity Church of England. The fact that his parents decided to move to Darkley in their early retirement did not make him a fully fledged resident, which was probably why she’d been into him so much.

			‘How you doing, mate?’ Matt held out his hand to Roux.

			Maisy smiled when he shook hers, holding her cookie the way 1920s women held cigarettes.

			‘Good to see you again,’ Matt said.

			She answered, ‘Likewise.’ 

			

			Laura distinctly recalled Maisy referring to him as the human equivalent of unsauced pasta.

			‘So . . .’ Maisy’s eyes moved back to Laura. ‘Hear you’re still in London. How’s city life?’

			Laura couldn’t blame her for the ice in her tone. Every time the Club had tried to reconnect, over the years, her response had been calculated evasiveness. She was yet to accept all three of their friend requests on Facebook.

			No matter what Henry said about her living in the past, she’d made a great deal of effort to leave it behind.

			She pretended not to pick up on Maisy’s hostility. Tomorrow, she’d be back in London. There was no need to make this more awkward than it needed to be. ‘Good. What about you? Still into literature?’

			Maisy snorted, like summing up their shared teen obsession as being ‘into literature’ was a testimony of profound stupidity.

			Roux cleared his throat and volunteered, ‘Matter of fact, we just opened a literary cafe down in Sheffield.’ 

			He wrapped an arm round Maisy, but Laura didn’t pick up any vibes. As a teenager, Maisy had sworn never to get a crush on anyone from the group, and it didn’t seem like she’d broken that vow.

			‘That’s terrific.’

			Ashley launched on about what made it the coolest cafe in Yorkshire. Pangs shot down Laura’s chest. She had been the one to cut ties with them. Yet, it was unexpectedly painful to imagine the Club had all stayed friends except for her.

			Matt tugged on her hand at some point after Ashley’s monologue, pretexting an interest in the buffet. Though he bit back a smile, amusement sparkled in his blue eyes as he said, ‘Queen of Darkness?’

			

			She piled a carton plate with ladles of pudding for which she had no appetite. ‘Dark Dreamer Queen,’ she corrected.

			‘Wanna explain?’

			‘A world of no.’

			‘Come on. Is it more embarrassing than how I broke my arm?’

			On his tenth birthday, Matt had famously accepted a dare to roller-­skate down a hill, permanently weakening his right arm.

			‘I know it doesn’t make sense,’ he’d told her once. ‘It’s been too long for it to still hurt. I guess it’s like the phantom pain some people get after losing a limb, but it feels real, Laura.’

			She had said nothing, because she understood. Though her phantom pain wasn’t attached to a limb or a scar, she felt it inside her, everywhere. All the time. Laura shook the reminiscence. To picture her fiancé on roller-skates never failed to make her smile, and wrenching a smile from her at a vigil was Oscar-­worthy. He’d earned a little honesty.

			‘I was weird as a teen,’ she admitted.

			‘Cute-­weird.’

			‘Weird-­weird. You know how Darkley’s got this whole fixation on Bartleby Brimstone?’

			‘Your cursed-­poet great-­grandfather.’

			‘Great-­great-grandfather.’

			‘Sure. How many towns can boast they were the hometown of a murderous quasi-­celebrity?’

			She punched him in the shoulder. ‘Well, Darkley School comes with a literary club.’

			

			‘Okay.’

			‘The Dark Dreamers’ Club, after Bartleby’s last published poem, “Through a Glass Darkly”.’

			‘Kind of on the nose.’

			Modern critics referred to Bartleby Brimstone as obstinately kitsch. At least, those who bothered to take an interest in him.

			‘Anyway –’ she rolled her eyes – ‘it’s basically town law that every Brimstone doing their time in secondary school presides over the Club.’

			‘You sure you don’t mean reign?’

			She shook her head. ‘I know, it’s stupid.’

			The royalty thing was actually an innovation dating back to Laura’s time. Although the Dark Dreamers boasted a total of five members, it had been fun to call each other Your Majesty, to proclaim knighthood from the tip of crooked umbrellas.

			Strange how memory worked. Laura hadn’t thought of the Dark Dreamers in years – had barely recognised Ashley and Maisy. Yet after a mere glimpse of them flashes from the past blossomed in her mind. Grandiose games of hide and seek in the woods, reenactments of Gothic tales in the school’s attic. The past rose within her and it tasted like dust and candle wax, textbook paper and old M&Ms fished from the bottom of their backpacks.

			Laura had met the other Dark Dreamers just a few months after she met Freya. 

			She had loved Frey because she could not do otherwise. 

			She had loved the others because, in school, you have to love someone. Yet that love had grown to feel just as real in time. 

			Matt lowered his voice. ‘Is it me, or is Maisy being an arse?’

			

			Laura shrugged. ‘It’s her love language,’ she said, not sure if she meant it. Maisy was the kind of person who could hold a grudge.

			Her eyes strayed to Freya’s picture. Hadn’t she had a falling out with Maisy in the weeks leading up to New Year’s? Laura couldn’t remember what it was about, only those frosty silences at the library, the passive-aggressive comments that peppered the otherwise unseasoned meals at the school cafeteria. 

			‘Come on.’ Laura grabbed Matt’s sleeve. ‘Let’s go say bye.’

			But when they made their way back to Maisy, Roux and Ashley, the Club barely took notice. Their gazes were set on the arched opening of the tent, braided with white roses.

			‘Oh,’ Roux said, ‘you’ve got to be kidding.’

			Ashley’s teeth clenched. For a beat, she looked exactly like her teenage self. ‘What the fuck is he doing here?’

			Laura followed their eyes, and a brick of solid gold dropped down her stomach. 

			A willowy man with verdigris eyes and a skull smooth as snake scales was making his way into the marquee.

			She would have known him even if twenty more years had passed, even if every feature on his face had changed.

			She would have known him because at his approach, chatter stopped, people halted mid-­bite, the proverbial soul of the party froze and shattered underfoot.

			Laura’s hand went slack round her plate of pudding.

			‘What is it?’ Matt said. ‘Who’s he?’

			Her mouth was too full of chalk to answer.

			Maisy let out a breath. ‘That’s the man who murdered Freya Higgins.’

		

	
		
			

			Chapter 4

			Doors

			Alex Kelley was the sort of ugly you couldn’t be born into. It baked into you, in the tangle of lines around the mouth, the constant grind of teeth.

			He took everything in – their stares, their silence. The temperature seemed to have dropped by fifty degrees. His shoulders squared beneath his coat. ‘Evening,’ Alex said, in a mock formal tone. ‘Nice to see you all remember me. Well, cheer up. You look like you’ve seen a ghost – don’t I have a right to pay my respects like the rest of you?’

			His hands were shoved wrist-­deep into his coat pockets.

			Laura’s heart hammered into top gear.

			The world ripped into halves and a vision bloomed through the seams. She saw Alex take his hand out of his pocket. In that hand, there was a gun, and he fired, fired at the crowd who had gathered to mourn Freya. The girl he’d sworn he would marry one night, drunk on punch and sweets. The girl whose name was tattooed into his skin.

			The girl he had killed.

			Or so you would hear, if you asked anyone in Darkley.

			

			Laura had never been a true believer. Even Alex’s guilt would be preferrable to not knowing, to the infinite possibilities lurking behind What Might Have Happened to Freya Higgins.

			Laura tried to shake the vision, to quell the thought that Alex Kelley had come here to commit mass murder.

			It was just her imagination. Some people’s minds run ahead of them, but Laura’s grabbed her with both hands and yanked her into worlds all thistles and thorns, places so dark she doubted anyone roamed them except maybe Gothic villains and talking ravens.

			She willed her hands to loosen. This is why I don’t paint any more. In London, her only fodder for dark thoughts were the occasional drunks who hit on her. The more she leaned into her creative streak, the more she opened the door to those abyss-­worlds.

			In Darkley, always, the door of imagination was wide open. With all ties to her present self snapped off, the past crept close enough to brush her fingers against.

			I’m not myself when I’m here.

			Not the smiling ‘Have a good day’ Laura she’d learned to become. Manning the counter, anchoring herself to ordinary life.

			Matt was right. Coming here did make her miserable. Here, she brooded, lost herself into nostalgic musings.

			As my great-great-­grandfather would put it, she thought wryly, ‘I ride armour-­less into the night and dream dark dreams.’

			‘The balls on this guy,’ Ashley said.

			Laura wrenched back to the present. Alex had made his way to the buffet. The crowd around him thinned more quickly than if he had been dripping with leprous sores.

			

			‘To come here, stuff himself full of the food baked to commemorate the girl he—’

			‘Hush, dearie.’ Maisy locked a hand round the back of Ashley’s neck. ‘Don’t look so outraged. The bastard came to gloat. You’re only making this more pleasant for him.’

			Ashley’s fists dug into her sides. ‘I’m not outraged. I’m enraged. That snake thinks he can waltz right in? I’ll show him. I’ll—’

			‘Lee,’ Roux said, his brown-­and-­gold eyes liquid with concern. ‘I don’t think it’s a good idea. Maisy’s right. If you try and kick him out, you’re giving him what he wants.’

			He didn’t say what everybody thought. That Alex Kelley was not someone you wanted to see the angry side of.

			‘So we just let him be?’ Ashley wrestled free from Maisy. ‘Come on. This – it’s an insult, is what it is! It’s like he’s taking a piss on Freya’s grave, and nobody’s doing a thing to stop him!’

			Their eyes fell on Laura as silence settled. Ice spread down her spine. The years peeled off, suddenly, until they were all teenagers again, sitting in the abandoned attic at school, tossing ideas around like paper aeroplanes, waiting for the approval of their Dark Dreamer Queen.

			Laura bit down on her bottom lip. She wouldn’t fill those shoes. Not tonight, not ever again.

			Besides, all she could think to say would make things worse. Alex couldn’t degrade Freya’s grave, because Freya didn’t have a grave. Did not have even the fixed certainty of death. 

			

			Only a Door behind which there waited ten thousand different nightmares. 

			‘Well,’ Maisy said. ‘What do you suggest, dearie? Booing him out of the tent? If he had any sense of shame left, he wouldn’t have come here in the first place.’

			‘Er . . .’ Matt cleared his throat. ‘Sorry, I might have missed something. But when you say the guy murdered Freya . . .’

			He paused, waiting for someone to fill the blanks. 

			It didn’t surprise Laura that Matt was lost. Though he came every year to the vigils, people were more likely to talk about how Freya had been, alive, rather than trade theories about what had happened to her.

			‘We don’t know that he killed Freya,’ Laura put in.

			A viper’s glare from Maisy. ‘Oh, we know it. We just can’t prove it.’

			‘No.’ Roux shook his head. ‘Laura’s right. We don’t know anything for certain. Supposedly, he had an alibi—’

			‘Right,’ Ashley snorted. ‘Let me guess. Him and his parents watching telly?’

			Roux gave Matt a merciful look. ‘Alex was dating Freya when she disappeared.’

			Matt nodded. ‘Gotcha.’

			‘It’s not just that the boyfriend’s the obvious suspect, all right?’ Ashley said, annoyed. ‘He fell for her, fast. Like, way too fast. We all thought it was ridiculous. For every boy Frey dated, she had ten more hooked around her finger. Gosh, I don’t mean that to sound disparaging. She just . . . she liked attention, you know? There’s nothing wrong with that.’

			Ashley’s face had turned the colour of valentines. Laura wondered if she could feel the burn of Freya’s gaze, from the overblown picture in the back of the tent.

			

			‘I mean –’ Ashley squared her shoulders, as if under attack – ‘she was just that sort of girl. She couldn’t drop a pen without a swarm of boys jumping to fetch it for her. It was Alex’s own fault, for getting attached. Anyone who knew Freya would know better than to love her too much.’ She scoffed. ‘Like tattooing her name on his arm would entitle him to her.’

			No one spoke. The silence in Laura’s mouth tasted of unsweetened chocolate.

			‘For sure,’ Maisy said, a gleam in her black gaze. ‘To be honest, I pitied any boy who wound up with Frey. Poor devils. Bound to be the odd men out, with Laura around.’ She laughed. It ricocheted against the walls of the tent. ‘I remember Frey sending them off to get drinks while she danced with you. Then they’d sit at the table, sipping Cokes, looking like forgotten sacks of potatoes. Freya would barely notice whether they stayed or went home.’

			‘Stop it.’ Laura heard the words before she could hold them back. 

			Maisy went dead quiet. Roux scraped the ground with the tip of his crocodile shoe. ‘We’re all on edge. Let’s not do this. Freya wouldn’t want us to argue,’ he said. Because it sounded right, not because it was true. 

			Freya would have loved for them to argue. Drama was the second home she carried around.

			Whipping towards one of the crepe-­cloaked tables, Roux grabbed four cardboard cups, and ladled them to the brim with punch that smelled of rum and raspberries. He handed one to Ashley, Maisy, and Laura. When his eyes swept to Matt, he paused before proffering the fourth cup and pouring himself another.

			

			‘Thanks, mate, but I’m all right.’ Matt put up a palm.

			‘Matt doesn’t drink,’ Laura volunteered.

			‘Oh. I just thought, you guys owning a pub and all.’

			Of course, Laura’s decision to quit art and work in a pub would be common knowledge to the whole town.

			‘Yeah, totally makes sense you should think that.’ Matt said. ‘There’s no tragic story here. Seeing that many drunk people in a week just kinda took the charm out of it. Sharing laughs, sad stories even, connecting with people. That’s what I like about the job. Not the freebies.’

			Honestly, Laura had always felt safer for the fact that Matt never drank. She’d seen too many people at the pub losing their tempers. Showing their mean streaks. 

			But Matt was as uninterested in anger as he was in making scenes. It was so different from the relationship she’d had with Freya.

			Her fist clenched round her cup as the old outbursts came back to her. The toxicity in the air, fickle, explosive. How unpredictably Freya’s eyes would go
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