

Lauren North



SAFE AT HOME

[image: Penguin RH Books]



About the Author

Lauren North writes psychological suspense novels that delve into the darker side of relationships and families. She has a lifelong passion for writing, reading and all things books. Lauren’s love of psychological suspense has grown since childhood, and from her dark imagination of always wondering what’s the worst thing that could happen in every situation.

Lauren studied psychology before moving to London, where she lived and worked for many years. She now lives with her family in the Suffolk countryside. Readers can follow Lauren on Twitter @Lauren_C_North and Facebook @LaurenNorthAuthor




READERS ARE OBSESSED WITH LAUREN NORTH’S THRILLERS

‘This book floored me’

‘Full of intrigue, suspense, twists and turns’

‘Wow – that’s the first word that comes to mind’

‘Had me hooked from the opening pages’

‘Addictive and intriguing’

‘A thrilling read that will leave you breathless’

‘Lauren North is really developing into a must-read author’

‘Both heart-rending and powerful’

‘Utterly brilliant’

‘A riveting read I couldn’t devour fast enough’

‘One of my favourite books this year’

‘The absolute definition of a page-turner’

‘If I could give it more than 5 stars, I would’

[image: ]



Also by Lauren North

THE PERFECT BETRAYAL

ONE STEP BEHIND

and published by Corgi




To the ladies in my village; this one is for you.




Halloween

Village Girlies’ Group Chat

Saturday 31 October, 18.45

Me: Has anyone got Harrie with them? She hasn’t come back from trick-or-treating yet. @SandraBriggs she said she was meeting you at 5 p.m. Have you seen her?

Tracy Campbell: Sorry, no.

Gina Walker: She’s not here. Clarissa says Harrie wasn’t with them.

Me: Really? Are you sure?

Sandra Briggs: I kept an eye on all of them and Harrie definitely wasn’t there. What costume was she wearing?

Me: A werewolf. Same as last year. If anyone sees her, please call me!

Gina Walker: Will do. Let us know when she’s home safe x

Village Girlies’ Secret Group Chat

Saturday 31 October, 19.58

Tracy Campbell: Has Harrie been found yet? I didn’t want to ask in the other group.

Sandra Briggs: I don’t think so.

Bev Pritchett: Anyone know what’s going on?

Tracy Campbell: I thought I heard a siren a minute ago.

Bev Pritchett: OMG! Poor Anna. I hope she’s OK!!

Tracy Campbell: Oh come on! I feel sorry for Anna, but like I’ve said before, she brought this on herself!!!!

Sandra Briggs: True.

Bev Pritchett: Should one of us call Anna?

Tracy Campbell: Kat will know what’s going on. Kat, are you reading this?

Bev Pritchett: Give your babies an extra kiss and cuddle tonight, ladies. Too precious for words!

Tracy Campbell: xx




Ten days earlier




CHAPTER 1

Wednesday, ten days until Halloween

Anna

The very thought of what I’m about to do scratches at the wall of my stomach as I shove the dinner plates haphazardly into the dishwasher. I slam the door shut, sending a silent prayer to the dishwasher gods that the machine will work today.

Excuses leap across my mind as I drag a cloth over the kitchen worktops.

It’s dark outside.

It’s too late.

What if you get scared?

What if you choke on something?

They keep coming, but I bite them back, squish them down.

We agreed, and that’s all there is to it. Well, they did – Rob, Elise and Harrie. The three of them sounding so reasonable, as though it’s utter madness we’ve not done it sooner. I can’t blame Molly for this one. She’s only seven and idolizes her big sisters.

‘They’re eleven now, Anna,’ Rob said to me three weeks ago on his regular seven p.m. call. His face jolted and froze every few seconds as the image bounced across time zones and satellites. His voice was out of sync with the movement of his lips, his smile, the slight lift of his eyebrows, but at least we got to see him. ‘In less than a year Elise and Harrie will be at secondary school. They’ll have to get the bus on their own, they’ll have to be responsible. Don’t you think we should start getting them ready for that?’

‘I guess,’ had been my weary response.

‘How about letting Harrie stay home on her own while you and Molly collect Elise from gymnastics on Wednesdays?’ Rob continued. ‘It’s only twenty minutes and only once a week. And Elise can be left on Saturdays when you drop Harrie at football practice. When Elise doesn’t have gymnastics, that is.’

‘Everyone else in our class is doing it,’ Elise chipped in. ‘Everyone’ was said with a slight pause between the syllables so it sounded like ev-re-one.

‘Kat’s been leaving Ben on his own since he was nine,’ Harrie added, her tone as indignant as her twin’s.

That was true. Kat is my best friend. I love her dearly, but how she’s been able to leave Ben alone while she pops to the shops or goes to the gym is beyond my comprehension.

‘But June next door doesn’t mind popping in when we need her,’ I replied. ‘And anyway, it’s nice to drive together and have a chat in the car.’

‘For you, maybe,’ Harrie said with an eye-roll.

‘It’s time, Anna. This isn’t London,’ Rob laughed then. ‘They’re safe at home. Barton St Martin has won Best Village Neighbourhood Watch in the county two years running. Come on, don’t be a worrywart,’ he added with a teasing smile.

I hate that name almost as much as I hate the phrase that usually accompanies it. You never used to worry so much. He’s right, I didn’t. But look where that got me.

Resentment courses through me. A bitterness I can taste in the back of my throat. It’s always on me, isn’t it, Rob? Every sodding thing is down to me because you’re not here.

I turn my attention back to the dishwasher. There is no hum of the electrics. No shhh of water spilling into the machine. ‘You piece of junk,’ I hiss, opening the door and slamming it shut again before kicking the base, because in the history of broken kitchen appliances a swift kick in the electrical goolies always works. Not this time, it seems.

I glance at my phone, swallowing down the disappointment at the blank screen. No reply from Dean. I catch sight of the time. 7.27 p.m. already. ‘Shit!’ I abandon my battle with the dishwasher and dash into the hall.

‘Molly,’ I shout up the stairs. ‘Time to get out of the bath. We’ve got to leave in twenty minutes.’

‘OK, Mummy,’ comes an echoey reply.

I poke my head into the living room and the first thing I see is the mess – a Barbie explosion on the rug. Dozens of tiny outfits – dresses, shoes, bags, tiaras – laid out before a pile of naked, messy-haired dolls. The riot of colour is almost enough to distract me from one of Elise’s wireless headphones left on the floor. God knows where the other earpiece is. I’ll be furious if she’s lost it. They’re the cheap imitations, but still we can’t afford to replace them. I should be glad. There was one point after Christmas when I thought she’d never take them out.

Even after all this time, it’s hard not to feel the sting of disappointment when I look in this room. Hard not to compare it to the long sitting room of our London house. The big leather sofas, the huge stripy rug on the oak floorboards, the crystal vase above the fireplace – all the things we couldn’t take with us when we ran.

The second thing I see is Harrie, lying across the length of an ancient sofa – a beige monstrosity which despite being hideous is at least comfortable. Her long legs are stretched out and she’s watching some screeching US TV show that looks like a remake of Saved by the Bell. Her shoulder-length black hair is loose and scooped behind her ears. She glances at me with her usual wide smile, and I light up inside.

All three of our daughters have Rob’s dark features and what he calls Disney princess faces – large eyes, button noses and rosebud lips. Although only Molly likes to hear that now. Harrie and Elise roll their eyes at anything Disney. Twincesses, we used to call them. Their hair is thick like Rob’s too, nothing like my wispy blonde hair that never seems to grow longer than a bob before breaking – brittle and dry.

A memory pushes to the surface. The twins aged four or five, disappearing into the bathroom together, returning ten minutes later wearing each other’s clothes. They did it all the time. At pre-school and at home, confusing the staff, confusing Rob. Not me though. I can always tell them apart.

Harrie is still wearing her school uniform. Trousers not skirt, and no frill to her white shirt collar. She’s throwing an orange football in the air and catching it. I’ve given up trying to stop her bringing the balls into the house. Harrie without a football in her hands or rolling at her feet doesn’t look right somehow.

‘Why are your sisters such messy creatures?’ I ask, nodding to the rug.

Harrie raises one eyebrow in a Rob-like way. ‘Have you seen the state of your bedroom this week?’

‘Oi.’ We both laugh as I pick up a nearby cushion and fling it at her. She knocks it to one side with her hand and offers me a triumphant grin. ‘We’re leaving soon, OK?’

‘Sure,’ Harrie replies.

‘You can come with us, you know? If you don’t want to be on your own?’

She gives a huffing laugh. ‘I’ll stay here, thanks.’

The light inside me fizzles.

‘Oh Mum,’ Harrie gasps. ‘I forgot to tell you. Clarissa is getting a puppy and she said I can walk it with her and help her look after it whenever I want, and when they go on holiday, we can take care of it.’

‘That’s great.’

I can tell there’s more Harrie wants to say. There are always more words with Harrie, my chatterbox of a girl, but I pull a face and point at my watch. I can’t get dragged into another conversation about getting a dog. Instead, I race up the stairs to Molly, who is still in the bath playing with a soggy collection of My Little Ponies.

‘Molly, I’ve asked already,’ I say, my voice betraying my frustration. ‘Get out please. We need to get Elise.’

Why is it always such a rush? No matter how early I cook dinner, listen to reading, run the bath, why are we always one breath away from being late on Wednesdays?

‘I didn’t hear you.’ Her bottom lip quivers.

Yes you did. I keep the reply in and curse Elise’s gymnastics coach for offering another two hours on top of the six Elise already does. Because six hours of gymnastics a week isn’t enough any more. Not if she wants to stay in the elite squad, which she does, desperately, and so I’ve shoehorned another thing into our week that really doesn’t fit.

‘Come on,’ I say, softening my voice and reaching for Molly’s towel. I hold it up and she hops out before jumping into my arms for a soggy hug that soothes my frustration. ‘Go get your onesie on and then I’ll brush your hair.’

‘Mummy, how many days until Daddy calls?’

‘Four days, baby. He’ll call on Sunday like always.’

More numbers run through my head. Rob has been gone thirty-four days and it’s another fifty-six days before he comes home, but I don’t tell Molly that. All the girls have their own countdown calendars in their bedrooms to look at.

‘Can Bunny come with us to collect Elise?’ She stuffs the worn fur of her bunny to her face and breathes in its smell – a magical heal-all act.

‘Of course. As long as he doesn’t snore this time.’ I smile, kissing the top of her head.

Molly scuttles down the hall to her bedroom, the towel wrapped around her like a mantle.

My eyes move to my watch. 7.36 p.m.

The pressure returns – a bear hug of worry about being late for Elise and leaving Harrie. It squeezes me oh-so-tight. It’s worse tonight than it was last week and the one before that. Thoughts of what happened on Monday with Dean threaten to break free and I wish for the hundredth time that I could take it all back. I don’t trust my judgement any more and it makes leaving Harrie even harder.

‘Nothing will go wrong.’ It’s what Rob would say if he was here right now.

Harrie is sensible. She’s not like Gina and Martin’s girl, Clarissa, who used marker pens to draw over her bedroom walls because she wasn’t allowed to play at the park, or Kat’s Ben who punched a hole in his door when he lost at a game on the Xbox. And Barton St Martin is the very definition of a sleepy village. ‘Nothing will go wrong,’ I whisper to myself again.

But of course it does.




CHAPTER 2

Anna

The gymnastics car park is bedlam as usual. Half the cars are trying to get out, the other half are trying to get in, and by the time I’ve waited my turn, and weaved my way through, it’s 8.02 p.m. and Elise is walking out of the doors in her purple leotard and matching leggings, looking exhausted in the beams of the passing headlights.

I glance at Elise as she settles in the seat beside me. Her cheeks are flushed red and wisps of dark hair have fallen from her ponytail and hang around her heart-shaped face.

‘How was it?’ I ask her.

‘Good.’ She yawns, arching her back and stretching her arms up to the top of her head. She throws a glance to the back seats where Molly is doing the hundred-mile stare and stroking Bunny’s ear to her cheek. ‘Is Harrie at home?’

‘Yes. We’ll be back in ten minutes. Don’t fall asleep, Molly,’ I say, loud and sing-song-y.

‘When can I be left on my own?’ Elise asks. ‘I’m the oldest.’

‘Only by three minutes.’

‘Dad said I could stay home when you take Harrie to football.’

‘Only when you don’t have gymnastics on a Saturday. When was the last Saturday you didn’t have gymnastics?’

Elise exhales in the huffing way she does any time I say or do something she doesn’t agree with. I think she’s going to argue her point, but then she sits up straight, glancing back towards the gymnastics centre. ‘I’ve left my jumper by the beams. Can we go back?’

‘Not tonight,’ I reply as we pull out of the car park and pick up speed. ‘You’ll be back there on Friday. You can get it then.’

A sudden heat creeps over my face and I’m grateful for the darkness of the car. Last time Elise left her jumper behind, it ended up in the lost-property bin – a huge plastic tub that stank of cheesy feet and sweat. I dug through it and found Elise’s jumper, but I also found a leotard the perfect size for Molly. There was no name in it, so I took it – stole it – because I didn’t have £32 to spend on the club leotard they all have to wear and I wouldn’t have it next month either. I washed it and pretended it was new and Molly was so happy. Nobody knows I did that, but still the humiliation burns.

‘But Mum—’

‘Elise, no.’ The words are more snappish than I intend and Elise turns her head away in a sulk, staring into the pitch-black night.

Sometimes I wish she would be more grateful for these journeys and the hundred ways our lives are stretched and bent around her gymnastics. I want to tell her for the millionth time how lucky she is and how my own mother never let me do gymnastics, or drama like Molly or football like Harrie. ‘It’s down to the school,’ my mother used to say. ‘Ask them.’ I want to tell Elise how deprived my childhood was, not just of activities – of board games and bedtime stories – but of love, and how I have always vowed not to give my girls the same experience I had. I keep the words in. Elise will roll her eyes and I know she’ll be thinking of all the things her friends have that she doesn’t. The things we could have given her if we hadn’t had to run away.

The familiar slap of resentment hits me again.

This is your fault, Rob, I want to scream. You are the reason we had to leave London. You are the reason Harrie is alone right now. You shouldn’t be a million miles away on an oil rig off the coast of Nigeria. You should be here with me, with us.

I take a breath and remind myself that this is what I signed up for. We’ve been doing this dance of three months away, two weeks at home, for nearly four years. It’s not Rob who has changed things recently, it’s me. Fifty-six days until he is home. Eight weeks to find the words for my confession.

Thoughts of Monday leap into my head again and with them comes Dean. My skin feels clammy beneath my cardigan. The what-the-hell-have-I-done? question fizzes in my stomach like the white powdery sherbet the girls love so much.

I itch to check my phone again. Why hasn’t Dean replied to my text? I wonder if his silence is about the line we crossed on Monday, or something else. Dean’s mood has been plummeting for weeks. He’s been edgy, distracted, but never tells me why. I know he sees me as an escape. Precious moments of forgetting the world. And so I’ve never pressed him, never forced him to talk. He leaves his problems by the door, dumping them next to my own as he kicks off his shoes.

I pull on to the A12 with its two lanes of traffic running each side of a thick metal barrier and a no man’s land of weeds and grass. I check my mirror. Molly’s head is slumped forward, Bunny’s too – his floppy body strangled in her tight grasp. I’ll have to carry her up to bed and she hasn’t done her teeth or gone to the bathroom.

What if she has an accident in the night? What if she tells a friend and the whole class finds out and she’s bullied?

I force myself to focus on the road and a container lorry trundling slowly up the hill on the inside lane ahead of us. There’s a row of ten or so cars behind it and I join the queue. Vehicles pull out and we creep closer to the lorry.

The signpost for Barton St Martin comes into view and from my wing mirror I catch sight of a car speeding in the outside lane, racing towards us doing at least a hundred miles an hour. A second later and it whooshes by. ‘Idiot,’ I say to myself.

Then it happens. There’s a noise – a bang like a gun. The speeding car skids, weaving across the road towards the lorry, and suddenly I’m slamming on the brakes, jolting us forwards, eyes scrunching shut, waiting for the smack of impact.




CHAPTER 3

Anna

As my twelve-year-old Nissan judders to a halt, I open my eyes, my gaze flying to the rear-view mirror, bracing myself for the car behind to hit us, but it stops in time.

I look to the front again just in time to see the skidding estate car suddenly launch into the air. The lorry up ahead tries to veer away, crashing into the barriers. The screech of metal on metal fills the night. A split second later the car hits the tarmac, landing upside down, the roof collapsing like it’s made of tin foil, and still it skids towards the central reservation and the line of traffic heading the other way.

The lorry is still moving too and a moment after the car stops, it seems to sway – a branch jostling in the wind – before it topples, landing on its side, the sound jackhammer loud. It misses the upturned car by a metre.

‘Oh my God,’ Elise says. Her mouth is hanging open and I realize mine is too, as though neither of us can believe our eyes. There’s an eerie stillness to the crash and for a moment it seems like time has paused, but then people leap out of their cars and jog towards the wreck. Others hang back and I spot three people with phones pressed to their ears. Hazard lights go on, adding an orange strobe-like feel to the scene.

I’m relieved when the lorry driver pulls himself out of the cab. I think about getting out too and offering to help, but already I can see people milling around. What good would I be? My first aid doesn’t stretch beyond cleaning grazes, applying plasters and kissing away tears.

‘It’s OK,’ I say to myself as much as to Elise.

I turn to check on Molly. She’s still fast asleep.

I squeeze Elise’s arm. ‘We’re OK.’

‘Is the driver of the car dead?’ she asks in a loud whisper.

‘I don’t know.’

The panic returns – a fireball in my chest. We witnessed a crash. We’re fine, but the road ahead is blocked. I check the time. It feels like hours have passed since I last looked.

It’s 8.11 p.m.

Harrie has been on her own for twenty-three minutes. She’ll be expecting us home any second. My heart starts to race so fast it feels like it’s going to explode.

What if we’re stuck here for hours?

What if something happens to Harrie while she’s alone?

No, no, no, no, no. I can’t let that happen!

I grab my bag from the footwell by Elise’s feet. My hands shake as I dig through the pockets and for a horrifying second I think I’ve left my mobile on the worktop in the kitchen, but then my fingers knock against the hard plastic and I pull it free.

‘Mum, what’s wrong?’ Elise asks.

‘I need to phone home and tell Harrie we’re stuck.’

‘Are we going to be here all night?’ Elise asks, looking from me to the wreckage and back again.

I give what I hope is a reassuring smile as I press the phone to my ear. ‘I’m sure they’ll clear the road quite quickly.’ Please please please let that be true.

The answering machine clicks on. An electronic voice tells me no one is available to take my call. But Harrie is there. My daughter is home.

The desire to scream grabs hold of my throat. I’m not this person. I’m not a mother who leaves her child alone in the house. I’m the mother who always makes sure they look both ways before crossing the road. Every road. Even in Barton St Martin where the cars stop to let us pass. I’m the mother who won’t let my children knock for their friends and go to the village playground without me. I’m the kind of mother who plans everything. General Mummy, Rob likes to call me with a twinkle in his eye and a cheeky grin. Sir, yes, sir, General Mummy. Organized. It’s another thing I never used to be.

‘Harrie?’ I say into the silence as my message begins to record. ‘Harrie, it’s Mum. Pick up the phone, please.’ I pause, expecting a click and to hear her voice, too breathy where she holds the mouthpiece so close. The silence stretches out. ‘Harrie, I know you’re there. There’s been a car accident ahead of us on the road. We’re fine. We’ve not crashed, but we’re stuck and I don’t know how long it’s going to be before we get home. Can you pick up, please? Or call me back? My number is written on the Post-it by the phone.’

I stare at my screen and try to calculate how long it will take her to dial my number. Minutes pass and nothing. I call again and leave another message. And then I call June, our neighbour. She’s always offering to help and has been a godsend on the occasions when one of the girls has been ill and I’ve not wanted to drag them with me, but I don’t like to ask too often. June is in her eighties and the girls run rings around her.

The phone is a constant hum in my ear, but no one answers. I hear June’s voice in my head. Why do I want the hassle of an answering machine? If they can’t get hold of me, they can try again later.

‘Harrie’s probably gone to bed,’ Elise says from beside me when I eventually give up.

‘I hope so.’ Could Harrie already be in bed, none the wiser as to the events unravelling before us? Harrie has always been a deep sleeper, out like a light the moment her head hits the pillow.

There was a spell after London, when we were living on top of each other in a one-bedroom flat on the edge of Ipswich, when Harrie had night terrors. Harrie and Elise were five – Molly just one – and all three had been ripped from everything they’d ever known. Night after night Harrie would sit up in bed, eyes open but unseeing, breathing fast, screaming, trapped in a place where I couldn’t reach her. It was unbearable to see her like that and a huge relief when they passed and she started to sleep normally again.

‘What do we do now?’ Elise asks.

I shrug. ‘Sit and wait.’

Elise pulls a face.

‘Tell me about gymnastics, what did you do tonight?’

‘It was conditioning,’ she says with a sigh. ‘I’m so hungry. Have you got anything to eat?’

I dig through my bag and find a squashed granola bar, floppy and more crumbs than bar by the feel of it. I hand it to Elise and unwind the deep-purple scarf June knitted me for Christmas last year before looping it around her neck.

‘Thanks.’

‘Have you done all of your homework this week?’ I ask Elise.

‘Yeah, I did it all on Sunday,’ she says through a mouthful of food and I try not to look surprised. From day one, Harrie was the worker and Elise the one who coasted through primary school, putting just enough effort into her schoolwork to get a ‘meets expectations’ mark on every report. But over the summer she sat me down, looking nervous and excited all in one go, and told me that she didn’t want to go to the high school in the next village where Harrie and the rest of her class will go the following year. She wanted to go to a private school forty minutes away by bus. ‘It’s got one of the best gymnastics programmes in the country, and I’ll get a fantastic education,’ she said, sounding so confident. ‘And there are scholarships and bursaries,’ she added quickly, seeing the look of horror dawning on my face. ‘If I work hard and do well in their entrance exam then I can get all my fees paid.’

I’m proud of her for applying herself, for the homework she does on time, and the extra tuition she’s having with Mr Pritchett, the head teacher. And I want it for her desperately, as much as she wants it for herself.

When I first found out I was pregnant with Harrie and Elise, I promised myself that I’d be the kind of mother who always listened, always made time for my children. I promised I’d be there for them in a way my own mother never had been for me. I promised myself I’d give them everything they wanted and it kills me that we can’t give this to Elise.

It’s on the tip of my tongue to say something. A little speech that straddles the line between encouraging Elise to strive for what she wants and managing her expectations, softening the blow if it should come. She needs a perfect school record and top grades. She needs to do well in the entrance exam and wow a panel of three staff members during a thirty-minute interview in January. And even if she does all those things, they still might choose to give the scholarship to someone else. She’s only eleven. There is no manual for this stuff.

‘You know—’ The lights around us change and I fall silent. Blinking orange becomes strobing blue. A siren whoops then squeals, making me jump. I pull the car over to the barrier at the side of the road, making space for the emergency vehicles to reach the crash, and then I turn off the engine.

Within what feels like seconds three police cars, two ambulances and one fire engine have parked just ahead of us and there are more lights flashing behind us where I guess they’re closing the road. Molly sleeps on. Elise and I watch the scene and on my lap my phone sits silent.

My eyes draw to the clock on the dashboard. 8.35 p.m. My stomach lurches. Harrie has been home alone for forty-seven minutes. Why hasn’t she called back?




CHAPTER 4

Anna

‘You do realize,’ Elise says, twisting the empty granola-bar wrapper into a tight ball, ‘that if you’d let us have phones like everyone else our age, you could text Harrie right now.’

‘Not everyone else your age has a mobile. Besides, you have an iPod.’ A second-hand reconditioned one which we still couldn’t really afford.

‘They do. And you won’t let me use the message app on it, so it’s just games and music.’

‘Well, you can wait until next year when you go to high school for a proper phone, which by the way is still a lot younger than I was. I didn’t get a mobile until I was in my late teens.’

‘Only because they weren’t invented before then.’ Elise flashes me a smile, letting me know she’s teasing me, and I laugh. I wonder what she’d make of the brick-like Nokia I had when I was a teenager, long before apps and Wi-Fi and predictive text, when the only game was a slow-moving snake chasing itself around the screen.

The laughter dies in my throat and ends with an exhaled ‘ha’. The driver of the car could be dead. Someone’s family could be missing a loved one. Harrie is all by herself and I can’t get to her. There is nothing funny about this situation.

We watch in silence as the police officers talk to the driver of the lorry. Someone has wrapped a silver blanket around his shoulders. Even from this distance I can see he’s shouting, hands gesticulating in the air. The paramedics and firemen are kneeling by the car, talking to whoever is inside.

‘Are you going to get out and talk to the police?’ Elise asks me, her voice suddenly grumpy. Tired. ‘How long are we going to be here for?’

‘I don’t know.’ I sound so patient. Calm and collected. Nothing like how I feel – trapped. I stare at the police officers and fight the urge to leap out and race over to them, to shake them, beg them to find a way to let me through. ‘They’ve got more important things to do right now than talking to me.’

I look at Molly. Her head has dropped back against her car seat and her mouth is slack. Bunny has fallen to the floor and I scoop him up, brushing his worn fur with my fingers before placing him gently on her lap for when she wakes. Then I call the home phone two more times and June once. The calls go unanswered and I feel the worry claw at every piece of me from the inside out. A hundred what-ifs race through my mind.

The minutes tick by.

Five minutes.

Ten minutes.

Just when I don’t think I can stand it any more, two police officers break away from the others and begin walking towards the cars.

‘It’s going to be fine. I’ll just be a minute,’ I tell Elise as one of the officers approaches us. I open the door and step out into the cold October night.

‘Hi,’ I say, wrapping my cardigan tight around my body. The officer is young. A twenty-something wearing a yellow fluorescent jacket over his black uniform. He has a prominent nose and a sharp goatee.

‘I’m PC Jeremy Ross. Have you or anyone in your vehicle sustained any injuries?’ He bends down and peers into the car, looking at Molly and waving a gloved hand at Elise.

‘No. We’re fine,’ I reply. ‘Are the people in the car OK?’

PC Ross glances back to the crash and I follow his gaze and watch as a fireman yanks open the car door with a giant pair of metal pliers. A shiver runs down my spine. ‘It’s only one person, thankfully. The paramedics are doing everything they can to treat his injuries. Can I take your name and address?’ the police officer asks, already opening a notebook and jotting down my licence plate.

‘Anna James. Four Middle Road, Barton St Martin.’

‘Thank you. And would you mind talking me through what you saw?’

I replay the crash in my mind and explain as best I can – the speeding car, the gunshot-like pop.

‘It’s looking like a rear tyre blew,’ PC Ross says when I’m finished. ‘One of the cars ahead of you has a dash cam so we have the footage.’

‘How long will it take to clear? I’ve got two children in the car,’ I say, stating the obvious. And one at home.

The panic rises up. Tears form in my eyes.

‘It’s going to take some time. We’re waiting on the arrival of a recovery vehicle to remove the car, and then we’ll clear the road of debris and get a lane open. The lorry is going to take longer to move. Try to be patient and make sure you stay warm. Have you got any water?’

‘I think there’s some in the boot. So how long?’ I press. My tone has ebbed from polite to pushy.

‘I can’t give you an exact time. Ball park – three hours or so.’ He makes a move, a step towards the car behind me.

Three hours? I can’t leave Harrie for that long.

A frenzied terror grips so tight it’s a fight to draw breath. ‘I’ve left my daughter home alone,’ I sob. ‘We were only supposed to be twenty minutes. I don’t know what to do.’

The officer moves back. I’ve caught his attention.

‘How old is your daughter?’ PC Ross asks.

‘Eleven. I know she’s young, but she’s really sensible. I’ve tried calling a neighbour but she didn’t answer. I don’t know what to do,’ I say, my voice cracking. ‘I can’t be here. I can’t be stuck here with my daughter at home.’

Another sob escapes and then another. Fear is whipping up a tornado inside me. I have to get to Harrie.

‘Calm down,’ PC Ross says, voice firm, and suddenly he doesn’t seem so young any more. ‘Getting upset isn’t going to help your children in the car or your daughter at home. Is there a friend you could call? Anyone with a spare key?’ he asks.

I instantly think of Kat and want to kick myself for not remembering her before. Kat has a spare key to the house. She only lives a few minutes’ walk away. And I know she’ll check on Harrie if I ask her to. We’d do anything for each other.

‘Yes, I’ll try.’

‘We’ll get you out of here as soon as we can.’

The officer moves on to the next car and I slide into the driver’s seat and close the door. I’m breathing too fast. It’s OK, I tell myself. I can’t get to Harrie, but Kat can.

‘What did he say?’ Elise asks.

‘It’s going to be a few hours.’

She groans and flops her head against the window. ‘Can I play on your phone?’

‘I need it in case Harrie tries to call. I’m going to ring Kat now and ask her to pop round.’

‘Harrie’s asleep,’ Elise says with a long yawn and the same conviction, as though she’s in their bedroom standing over her bed.

What if she’s not?

What if she’s had an accident?

What if she’s fighting for her life this very second and I’m not there to save her?

Suddenly, Harrie being scared and alone doesn’t feel like the worst thing any more. I close my eyes and a single tear rolls on to my cheek. I’m losing control again.

‘Mum?’ Elise’s one word jolts me and I turn to see her wide eyes and the confusion creasing her forehead. I don’t blame her. I rarely cry. I’m a doer not a crier. Except there’s nothing I can do right now but wait for the crash to be cleared and hope Harrie is OK. Hope Kat answers her phone, something she rarely does. Whereas my phone feels permanently glued to my hand, Kat is always leaving hers in her coat pocket or in the car, the bottom of a handbag, finding it a day or two later and laughing at her carelessness.

But PC Ross is right. I must keep it together.

‘Why don’t you try and get some sleep too?’ I say to Elise. ‘The time will pass a lot quicker that way.’

‘Will you wake me when we start to move?’

‘Sure.’

Elise snuggles into my scarf, shimmying her body down the seat and leaning against the edge of the door where the window starts.

Kat’s number is right at the top of my favourites list and I press it quickly and hold the phone to my ear. It rings and rings but she doesn’t pick up.

Damn it! What now?

I hang up and fire off a text explaining what’s happened, asking her to call, to help.

The minutes pass slowly. Two. Then three, then five. Only when another ten minutes have passed and there’s no little white tick in the bottom corner of the message telling me Kat has seen it, do I turn to Elise. ‘I’m just going to get some air.’

She gives me a puzzled look but snuggles deeper into my scarf as I open the car door and stand in the chill of the autumn night. My hands shake as I find Dean’s name in my contacts. Please answer. Please, please, please. I need to hear your voice. I need you to tell me everything will be OK.

The ringing hum gives way to a recorded message and I feel the tears build in my eyes as I hang up.

Only when I’m back in the car do I open up the village girlies’ message group. There are already a dozen unread messages talking about some vandalism in the village I know nothing about. I ignore them and scroll to the end.

My stomach tightens another notch. I don’t want to do it. I don’t want to post a message on this group for all the mums to see, to judge. Despite the years we’ve lived in this village, I’ve only really made friends with Kat, and that’s because Elise and Harrie have always got on so well with Ben. I talk to the other mums in the playground and when we pass on the street, and I share a table with them at the summer fete, drinking sticky white wine from a plastic cup, but I’ve never clicked with any of them like I have with Kat.

They’re nice people. Everyone in Barton St Martin is nice. But it’s hard to drop my guard, the barrier I put up to keep our secret – our humiliation – safe.

I click on the comment box of the messenger group and swallow down my reservations. I may not be bosom buddies with these women, but I know that one of them will go to my house and knock on the door and check on Harrie, and that’s all that matters right now. Harrie is all that matters.

Me: Hey, there’s been a crash and I’m stuck on the A12. I’ve left Harrie by herself and she’s not answering the phone. I’m sorry to ask this, but would anyone mind going to my house and knocking on the door to check on her please? Thanks!

Gina Walker: OMG poor you! I heard the sirens. Sorry, Martin is out and it’s just me at home with the kids.

Sandra Briggs: Just spoken to Jack and he says it’s bad. You’re going to be there for hours. I’ve got my dinner on the table. Give me ten minutes and I’ll go.

Tracy Campbell: I’m out walking the dog. I’ll do it now. Hang on.

Me: Thanks Tracy!!!

No more messages appear. Everyone is waiting for Tracy’s reply and I wonder if I should’ve phoned Tracy after Kat instead of asking for help in the group. In the last few months Tracy has started to join Kat and me for cups of tea and stands with us at the school gates for a chat long after the kids have gone in. Tracy’s daughter, Olivia, is in Molly’s class and the pair have become good friends. But my friendship with Tracy feels tentative somehow. Like it only exists if Kat is with us.

The message from Tracy comes five minutes later.

Tracy Campbell: I knocked on the door, but Harrie didn’t answer. There’s a light on in the living room and I tried calling through the letterbox, but she didn’t appear. Is the back door open? I could pop in and check.

Tears spill on to my face and I try to breathe through the lump digging into my throat. Everyone I know in the village leaves their back doors unlocked. Gina tells everyone who’ll listen that she’s not carried a door key around with her for a decade because there’s no need. I understand the logic. Barton St Martin is a peaceful place. Nothing bad ever happens, and yet I’ve never been able to shake my London thinking. Our doors are always locked, whether we’re there or not.

My phone buzzes in my hand.

Tracy Campbell: ???

Me: Thanks so much for trying, Tracy! I’m sure she’s asleep. Kat has a spare key. I’ll call her again now. Thanks xx

Tracy Campbell: No worries.

Gina Walker: Hope you get home soon!! X

I close the app and place my phone in my lap, staring at the blank screen, trying not to feel judged.

It could’ve happened to any of us, but it didn’t. It happened to me. The only mum in the village with kids Harrie and Elise’s age who won’t let them walk to and from school on their own, even on the afternoons that Molly stays for an after-school club and it’s just Elise and Harrie I’m waiting for in the playground.

Time drags. The driver is pulled from the car and placed on a stretcher. Both ambulances leave. The fire engine too, and then a breakdown truck arrives, yellow lights flashing. It’s got a long flatbed and a thick metal winch cable. I sit up straighter and wipe the condensation from the windscreen as hope balloons inside me. We’ll be moving soon.

Except we’re not.

It takes another hour for the road to be cleared. By the time we arrive home, it’s nearly midnight. I shake Elise awake and lift Molly from the car, laying her on the sofa before dashing through the house.

‘Harrie?’

No answer.

The house feels cold and empty. Goosebumps travel down the length of my body as I run upstairs and into the darkness.

‘Harriet?’ Her name is a hoarse whisper. It’s all I can manage over the fear strangling me.

I flick on the hall light and open her bedroom door so fast I almost fall through it.

The room is empty.

No. Oh my God. No.

Tears blur my vision and when I blink them away, my gaze lands on Harrie’s bed and the lump of what I first thought was just a duvet. I step closer, trying to hear over the thundering of my heart in my ears.

I reach out a trembling hand and feel the firm warmth of Harrie’s sleeping body. A gasp escapes my throat. Then a sob. She’s here. She’s safe. My head spins, airy and light. More tears roll down my cheeks. Relief this time.

‘I’ll never leave you again,’ I whisper, kissing the top of her head.

I carry Molly to bed and tuck her in.

‘Is Harrie OK?’ Elise asks in a voice groggy with sleep as she follows me up the stairs.

‘She’s fine, darling. She’s asleep just like you said she would be.’

Elise nods before wriggling out of her leotard and pulling on one of Rob’s old T-shirts she wears as a nightdress. I don’t have the heart or the energy to tell her to brush her teeth as she snuggles under her covers.

When I’m back downstairs, I reach once more for my phone and feel the sharp tug of disappointment at yet another blank screen. I know Monday was weird, I know it’s changed everything between us, but Dean’s silence still hurts.

That night I fold all the clothes. I pair the socks. I creep into bedrooms and slide open drawers, putting everything away. I tidy the Barbie dolls and locate Elise’s missing wireless headphone under the sofa. Finding comfort in the order I create. Then I wash up, lifting each plate, each cup, each bowl one at time from the dishwasher so as not to make a sound.

It’s two a.m. and I’m about to switch off the kitchen light when my eyes fall on the phone on the sideboard and the solid red light that tells me the messages I’ve left have been listened to. But if Harrie heard them, why didn’t she call me back?

Out of habit I check the back door is locked. My hand jiggles the handle, expecting resistance, but instead the door flies open and I’m hit by the cold of the night. I slam the door shut as though a monster is about to leap over the threshold. I turn fast, back to the kitchen, and that’s when I see the mud by the door. A trail of dark-brown clumps and a partial outline of a footprint, as though someone has walked in the back door with muddy shoes. As though someone has been in this house tonight.




CHAPTER 5

Harrie

Harrie blinks in the darkness of her bedroom, her eyelids heavy with the sleep she so desperately wants. If only she could catch her breath and calm the thundering beat of her heart. It’s deafening her. But every time her mind drifts and her breathing slows, the events of the night punch into her thoughts and she’s right back there, the terror pinning her down.

She rubs her hands against the duvet cover. They’re clean now, and dry, but she can still feel the slick wetness of the blood they were coated in only a short while ago. She presses her lips together, a hard pinch, trapping in the scream threatening to escape.

Her bladder aches, but she’s too scared to move. From across the room, Elise sighs in her sleep. The noise should be comforting, but it’s not. Everything has changed.

Minutes pass. The silence feels like it’s humming all around her.

Everyone is asleep now. Everyone is OK. Everyone except her.

Fresh tears burn her eyes before rolling down the side of her face and on to her pillow.

It had taken everything in Harrie to pretend to sleep when her mum had rushed into the room at midnight, panicked and gasping for breath just as Harrie had been moments earlier. How she’d wanted to throw off the covers and leap into her mum’s arms, allowing the words, the horrors of the evening, to spill out.

But she couldn’t do it.

She’ll never tell. Never, never, never.

What is she going to do?

The question churns in her stomach until she’s sure she’s going to be sick. Did her mum notice the unlocked back door? Harrie only remembered it when she was in the bathroom. She should have gone back to lock it, but her hands were shaking so violently that it took ages to wash away the blood. Her skin feels raw in places where she had to scrape at the dried bits.

Harrie thinks of her ruined clothes, stuffed in the bottom of an unused toy box beneath the bed. How is she going to explain them to her mum? She’ll have to throw them away tomorrow. Today. Her head spins with exhaustion. Sleep is coming at last. Harrie draws in a ragged breath and that’s when she feels it – the hand grabbing her in the darkness, the night looming over her again – but this time she can’t stay awake. The claws of a nightmare dig into her and there’s nothing she can do. Nothing, nothing, nothing.
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