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After and Before

You think you’d know what a killer sounds like.

That their lies would have a different texture; some barely perceptible shift.
A voice that thickens, grows sharp and uneven as the truth slips beneath the
jagged edges. You’d think that, wouldn’t you? Everyone thinks they’d know, if
it came down to it. But Pip hadn’t.

‘It’s such a tragedy what happened in the end.’

Sitting across from him, looking into his kind, crinkled eyes, her phone
between them recording every sound and sniff and throat-clearing huff. She’d
believed it all, every word.

Pip traced her fingers across the mousepad, skipping the audio file back
again.

‘It’s such a tragedy what happened in the end.’

Elliot Ward’s voice rang out from the speakers once more, filling her
darkened bedroom. Filling her head.

Stop. Click. Repeat.

‘It’s such a tragedy what happened in the end.’

She’d listened to it maybe a hundred times. Maybe even a thousand. And
there was nothing, no giveaway, no change as he slipped between lies and half-
truths. The man she’d once looked to as an almost-father. But then, Pip had lied
too, hadn’t she? And she could tell herself she’d done it to protect the people she
loved, but wasn’t that the exact same reason Elliot gave? Pip ignored that voice
in her head; the truth was out, most of it, and that’s the thing she clung to.

She kept going, on to the other part that made her hairs stand on end.

‘And do you think Sal killed Andie?’ asked Pip’s voice from the past.

‘... he was such a lovely kid. But, considering the evidence, I don’t see how
he couldn’t have done it. So, as wrong as it feels, I guess I think he must have.
There’s no other explanation —’

Pip’s door pushed inward with a slap.

‘What are you doing?’ interrupted a voice from right now, one that lifted
with a smirk because he knew damn well what she was doing.

“You scared me, Ravi,” she said, annoyed, darting forward to pause the
audio. Ravi didn’t need to hear Elliot Ward’s voice, not ever again.

“You're sitting here in the dark listening to that, but I’m the scary one?’ Ravi
said, flicking on the light switch, the yellow glow reflecting off the dark hair
swept across his forehead. He pulled that face, the one that always got her, and
Pip smiled because it was impossible not to.

She wheeled back from her desk. ‘How did you get in anyway?’



“Your parents and Josh were on their way out, with a very impressive
looking lemon tart.’

‘Oh yes,’ she said. “They’re on neighbourly welcome duties. A young couple
have just moved into the Chens’ house down the street. Mum did the deal. The
Greens . . . or maybe the Browns, can’t remember.’

It was strange, thinking of another family living in that house, new lives
reshaping to fill its old spaces. Pip’s friend Zach Chen had always lived there,
four doors down, ever since Pip had moved here aged five. It wasn’t a real
goodbye; she still saw Zach at school every day, but his parents had decided they
could no longer live in this town, not after all that trouble. Pip was certain they
considered her a large part of all that trouble.

‘Dinner’s seven thirty by the way,” Ravi said, his voice suddenly skipping
clumsily over the words. Pip looked at him; he was wearing his nicest shirt
tucked in at the front, and . . . were those new shoes? She could smell aftershave
too, as he stepped towards her, but he stopped short, didn’t kiss her on the
forehead nor run a hand through her hair. Instead he went to sit on her bed,
fiddling with his hands.

‘Meaning you’re almost two hours early,” Pip smiled.

“Y-yeah.” He coughed.

Why was he being awkward? It was Valentine’s Day, their first since
knowing each other, and Ravi had booked them a table at The Siren, out of town.
Pip’s best friend Cara was convinced Ravi was going to ask Pip to be his
girlfriend tonight. She said she’d put money on it. The thought made something
in Pip’s stomach swell, spilling its heat up into her chest. But it might not be
that: Valentine’s Day was also Sal’s birthday. Ravi’s older brother would have
turned twenty-four today, if he’d made it past eighteen.

‘How far have you got?’ Ravi asked, nodding at her laptop, the audio editing
software Audacity filling her screen with spiky blue lines. The whole story was
there, contained within those blue lines. From the start of her project to the very
end; every lie, every secret. Even some of her own.

‘It’s done,’ Pip said, dropping her eyes to the new USB microphone plugged
into her computer. ‘I’ve finished. Six episodes. I had to use a noise reduction
effect on some of the phone interviews for quality, but it’s done.’

And in a green plastic file, beside the microphone, were the release forms
she’d sent out to everyone. Signed and returned, granting her permission to
publish their interviews in a podcast. Even Elliot Ward had signed one, from his
prison cell. Two people had refused: Stanley Forbes from the town newspaper
and, of course, Max Hastings. But Pip didn’t need their voices to tell the story;
she’d filled in the gaps with her production log entries, now recorded as



monologues.

“You’ve finished already?’ Ravi said, though he couldn’t really be surprised.
He knew her, maybe better than anyone else.

It had been just a couple of weeks since she’d stood up in the school hall and
told everyone what really happened. But the media still weren’t telling the story
right; even now they clung to their own angles because they were cleaner,
neater. Yet the Andie Bell case had been anything but neat.

‘If you want something done right, you have to do it yourself,” Pip said, her
gaze climbing the spiking audio clips. Right then, she couldn’t decide whether
this felt like something beginning or something ending. But she knew which she
wanted it to be.

‘So, what’s next?’ asked Ravi.

‘I export the episode files, upload them to Soundcloud on schedule, once a
week, and then copy the RSS feed to podcast directories like iTunes and
Stitcher. But I’'m not quite finished,” she said. ‘I need to record the intro, over
this theme song I found on Audio Jungle. But to record an intro, you need a
title.’

‘Ah,” Ravi said, stretching back, ‘we’re still title-less are we, Lady Fitz-
Amobi?’

‘“We are,’ she said. ‘I’ve narrowed it down to three options.’

‘Hit me,’ he said.

‘No, you’ll be mean about them.’

‘No, I won’t,” he said earnestly, with the smallest of smiles.

‘OK.” She looked down at her notes. ‘Option A is: An Examination into a
Miscarriage of Justice. Wha— Ravi, I can see you laughing.’

“That was a yawn, I swear.’

‘Well, you won’t like option B either because that’s A Study into a Closed
Case: The Andie Bell — Ravi, stop!’

‘Wha— I’'m sorry, I can’t help it,” he said, laughing until his eyes lined with
tears. ‘It’s just . . . of all your many qualities, Pip, there’s one thing you lack —’

‘Lack?’ She spun her chair to face him. ‘I lack something?’

“Yes,” he said, meeting her attempt at stony eyes. ‘Pizazz. You are almost
entirely pizazzless, Pip.’

‘I am not pizazzless.’

“You need to draw people in, intrigue them. Have a word like “kill” or
“dead” in there.’

‘But that’s sensationalism.’

‘And that’s exactly what you want, for people to actually listen,’ he said.

‘But all of my options are accurate and —’



‘Boring?’

Pip threw a yellow highlighter at him.

“You need something that rhymes, or alliteration. Something with . . .’

‘Pizazz?’ she said in her Ravi voice. “You think of one then.’

‘Crime Time,’ he said. ‘No, oh Little Kilton . . . maybe Little Kill Town.’

‘Ew, no,’ said Pip.

“You’re right.” Ravi got up, started to pace. ‘Your unique selling point is,
really, you. A seventeen-year-old who solved a case the police had long
considered closed. And what are you?’ he looked at her, squinting his eyes.

‘Lacking, clearly,” she said with mock irritation.

‘A student,” Ravi thought aloud. ‘A girl. Project. Oh, how about Project
Murder and Me?’

‘Nah.’

‘OK . . .” He chewed his lip and it made Pip’s stomach tighten. ‘So,
something murder, or kill or dead. And you are Pip, who’s a student and a girl
who’s good at . . . oh shit,” he said suddenly, eyes widening. ‘I’ve got it!”

“What?’ she said.

‘I’ve literally got it,” he said, far too pleased with himself. ‘What is it?’

‘A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder.’

‘Noooo.’ Pip shook her head. ‘That’s bad, way too try- hard.’

“What are you talking about? It’s perfect.’

‘Good girl?’ she said, dubiously. ‘I turn eighteen in two weeks; I won’t
contribute to my own infantilization.’

‘A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder,” Ravi said in his deep, movie-trailer voice,
pulling Pip up from her chair and spinning her towards him.

‘No,’ she said.

“Yes,” he retorted, placing one hand on her waist, his warm fingers dancing
up her ribs.

‘Absolutely not.’
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A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder Review: The
latest true crime podcast obsession ends with a
chilling finale

BENJAMIN COLLIS MARCH 28
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If you haven’t yet listened to episode 6 of A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder,
look away now. Serious spoilers below.

Of course, many of us knew how this mystery ended, from when it exploded
on to the news cycles last November, but the whodunnit wasn’t the whole story
here. The real story of A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder has been the journey,
from a 17-year-old sleuth’s hunch about a closed case — the murder of teenager
Andie Bell, allegedly by her boyfriend Sal Singh — to the spiralling web of dark
secrets she uncovers in her small town. The ever-shifting suspects, the lies and
the twists.

The final episode certainly isn’t lacking in twists as it brings us the truth,
starting with Pip’s shocking revelation that Elliot Ward, her best friend’s father,
wrote the threatening notes Pip received during her investigation. Irrefutable
proof of his involvement and truly a ‘loss of innocence’ moment for Pip. She
and Ravi Singh — Sal’s younger brother and co-detective on this case — believed
that Andie Bell might still be alive and Elliot had been keeping her the whole
time. Pip confronted Elliot Ward alone and, recounting Ward’s words, the whole
story unravels. An illicit relationship between student and teacher, allegedly
initiated by Andie. “If true,” Pip theorizes, “I think Andie wanted an escape from
Little Kilton, particularly from her father who allegedly, according to a source,
was controlling and emotionally abusive. Perhaps Andie believed Mr Ward
could get her a place at Oxford, like Sal, so she could get far away from home.”

The night of her disappearance, Andie went to Elliot Ward’s house. An
argument ensued. Andie tripped, hitting her head against his desk. But as Ward
rushed to get a first aid kit, Andie disappeared into the night. In the following



days as Andie was officially declared missing, Elliot Ward panicked, believing
Andie must have died from her head injury and when police eventually found
her body, there might be evidence that would lead back to him. His only chance
was to give them a more convincing suspect. “He cried as he told me,” Pip says,
“how he killed Sal Singh.” Ward made it look like suicide and planted evidence
so police would think Sal killed his girlfriend and then himself.

But, months later, Ward was shocked to see Andie walking on the side of the
road, thin and dishevelled. She hadn’t died after all. Ward couldn’t allow her to
return to Little Kilton, and that’s how she ended up his prisoner for five years.
However, in a twist truly stranger than fiction: the person in Ward’s loft wasn’t
Andie Bell. “She looked so much like her,” Pip claims, “she even told me she
was Andie.” But she was actually Isla Jordan, a vulnerable young woman with
an intellectual disability. All this time, Elliot had convinced himself — and Isla —
that she was Andie Bell.

This left the final question of what happened to the real Andie Bell? Our
young detective beat the police to that too. “It was Becca Bell, Andie’s little
sister.” Pip worked out that Becca had been sexually assaulted at a house party
(nicknamed calamity parties), and that Andie had sold drugs at these parties,
including Rohypnol which Becca suspected played a part in her assault. When
Andie was out that night with Ward, Becca allegedly found proof in her sister’s
room that Max Hastings had bought Rohypnol from Andie and was likely
Becca’s attacker (Max will soon face trial for several rape and sexual assault
charges). But when Andie returned, she didn’t react in the way Becca hoped;
Andie forbade her little sister from going to the police because it would get her
in trouble. They started arguing, pushing, until Andie ended up on the floor,
unconscious and vomiting. Andie’s post-mortem — completed last November
when her body was finally recovered — showed that “Andie’s brain swelling
from a head trauma was not fatal. Though it, no doubt, caused Andie’s loss of
consciousness and vomiting, Andie Bell died from asphyxiation, choking on her
own vomit.” Becca froze, allegedly watching Andie die, too shocked, too angry
to save her sister’s life. Hiding her body because she was scared no one would
believe it was an accident.

And there it is, our ending. “No angles or filters, just the sad truth of how
Andie Bell died, how Sal was murdered and set up as her killer and everyone
believed it.” In Pip’s scathing conclusion, she picks out everyone she finds at
fault for the deaths of these two teenagers, naming and blaming: Elliot Ward,
Max Hastings, Jason Bell (Andie’s father), Becca Bell, Howard Bowers
(Andie’s drug dealer), and Andie Bell herself.

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder stormed to the top of the iTunes chart with



its first episode six weeks ago and it looks set to stay there for some time. With
the final episode released last night, listeners are already clamouring for a season
two of the hit podcast. But in a statement posted to her website, Pip said: “I’'m
afraid my detective days are over and there will not be a second season of
AGGGTM. This case almost consumed me; I could only see that once I was out
the other side. It became an unhealthy obsession, putting me and those around
me in considerable danger. But I will finish this story, recording updates on the
trials and verdicts of all those involved. I promise I will be here until the very
last word.”






THURSDAY
One

It was still there, every time she opened the front door. It wasn’t real, she
knew that, just her mind filling in the absence, bridging the gap. She heard it:
dog claws skittering, rushing to welcome her home. But it wasn’t, it couldn’t be.
Just a memory, the ghost of a sound that had always been there.

‘Pip, is that you?’ her mum called from the kitchen.

‘Hey,” Pip replied, dropping her bronze rucksack in the hall, textbooks
thumping together inside.

Josh was in the living room, sitting on the floor two feet from the TV,
spooling through the adverts on the Disney Channel. “You’ll get square eyes,’
Pip remarked as she walked by.

“You’ll get a square butt,” Josh tittered back. A terrible retort, objectively
speaking, but he was quick for a ten-year-old.

‘Hi darling, how was school?’ her mum asked, sipping from a flowery mug
as Pip walked into the kitchen and settled on one of the stools at the counter.

‘Fine. It was fine.” School was always fine now. Not good, not bad. Just fine.
She pulled off her shoes, the leather unsticking from her feet and smacking
against the tiles.

“Ugh,’ her mum said. ‘Must you always leave your shoes in the kitchen?’

‘Must you always catch me doing it?’

“Yes, I'm your mother,” she said, whacking Pip’s arm lightly with her new
cookbook. ‘Oh and, Pippa, I need to talk to you about something.’

The full name. So much meaning in that extra syllable.

‘Am I in trouble?’

Her mum didn’t answer the question. ‘Flora Green called me from Josh’s
school today. You know she’s the new teaching assistant there?’

“Yes ...’ Pip nodded for her to continue.

‘Joshua got in trouble today, sent to the headteacher.” Her mum’s brow
knotted. ‘Apparently Camilla Brown’s pencil sharpener went missing, and Josh
decided to interrogate his classmates about it, finding evidence and drawing up a
persons of interest list. He made four kids cry.’

‘Oh,” Pip said, that pit opening up in her stomach again. Yes, she was in
trouble. ‘OK, OK. Shall I talk to him?’

“Yes, I think you should. Now,’ her mum said, raising her mug and taking a
noisy sip.

Pip slid off the stool with a gritted smile and padded back towards the living



room.

‘Hey Josh,” she said lightly, sitting on the floor beside him. She muted the
television.

‘Oil’

Pip ignored him. ‘So, I heard what happened at school today.’

‘Oh yeah. There’s two main suspects.” He turned to her, his brown eyes
lighting up. ‘Maybe you can help —’

‘Josh, listen to me,’ Pip said, tucking her dark hair behind her ears. ‘Being a
detective is not all it’s cracked up to be. In fact . . . it’s a pretty bad thing to be.’

‘But I -’

‘Just listen, OK? Being a detective makes the people around you unhappy.
Makes you unhappy . . .’ she said, her voice withering away until she cleared her
throat and pulled it back. ‘Remember Dad told you what happened to Barney,
why he got hurt?’

Josh nodded, his eyes growing wide and sad.

“That’s what happens when you’re a detective. The people around you get
hurt. And you hurt people, without meaning to. Have to keep secrets you’re not
sure you should. That’s why I don’t do it any more, and you shouldn’t either.’
The words dropped right down into that waiting pit in her gut, where they
belonged. ‘Do you understand?’

“Yes . . .” He nodded, holding on to the s as it grew into the next word.
‘Sorry.’

‘Don’t be silly.” She smiled, folding him into a quick hug. “You have nothing
to be sorry for. So, no more playing detective?’

‘Nope, promise.’

Well, that had been easy.

‘Done,’ Pip said, back in the kitchen. ‘I guess the missing pencil sharpener
will forever remain a mystery.’

‘Ah, maybe not,” her mum said with a barely concealed smile. ‘I bet it was
that Alex Davis, the little shit.’

Pip snorted.

Her mum kicked Pip’s shoes out of her way. ‘So, have you heard from Ravi
yet?’

“Yeah.” Pip pulled out her phone. ‘He said they finished about fifteen
minutes ago. He’ll be over to record soon.’

‘OK. How was today?’

‘He said it was rough. I wish I could be there.” Pip leaned against the
counter, dropping her chin against her knuckles.

“You know you can’t, you have school,” her mum said. It wasn’t a discussion



she was prepared to have again; Pip knew that. ‘And didn’t you have enough
after Tuesday? I know I did.’

Tuesday, the first day of the trial at Aylesbury Crown Court, and Pip had
been called as a witness for the prosecution. Dressed in a new suit and a white
shirt, trying to stop her hands from fidgeting so the jury wouldn’t see. Sweat
prickling down her back. And every second, she’d felt his eyes on her from the
defendant’s table, his gaze a physical thing, crawling over her exposed skin.
Max Hastings.

The one time she’d glanced at him, she’d seen the smirk behind his eyes that
no one else would see. Not behind those fake, clear-lens glasses anyway. How
dare he? How dare he stand up there and plead not guilty when they both knew
the truth? She had a recording, a phone conversation of Max admitting to
drugging and raping Becca Bell. It was all right there. Max had confessed when
she threatened to tell everyone his secrets: the hit-and-run and Sal’s alibi. But it
hadn’t mattered anyway; the private recording was inadmissible in court. The
prosecution had to settle for Pip’s recounting of the conversation instead. Which
she’d done, word for word . . . well, apart from the beginning of course, and
those same secrets she had to keep to protect Naomi Ward.

“Yeah it was horrible,” Pip said, ‘but I should still be there.” She should;
she’d promised to follow this story to all of its ends. But instead, Ravi would be
there every day in the public gallery, taking notes for her. Because school wasn’t
optional: so said her mum and the new headteacher.

‘Pip, please,” her mum said in that warning voice. ‘This week is difficult
enough as it is. And with the memorial tomorrow too. What a week.’

“Yep,’ Pip agreed with a sigh.

“You OK?’ Her mum paused, resting a hand on Pip’s shoulder.

“Yeah. I'm always OK.’

Her mum didn’t quite believe her, she could tell. But it didn’t matter because
a moment later there was a rapping of knuckles against the front door: Ravi’s
distinctive pattern. Long-short-long. And Pip’s heart picked up to match it, as it
always did.
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Hello, Pip Fitz-Amobi here and welcome back to A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder: The
Trial of Max Hastings. This is the third update, so if you haven’t yet heard the first two mini-
episodes, please go back and listen to those before you return. We are going to cover what
happened today, the third day of Max Hastings’ trial, and joining me is Ravi Singh . . .

Hello.

. .. who has been watching the trial unfold from the public gallery. So today started with
the testimony from another of the victims, Natalie da Silva. You may well recognize the name;
Nat was involved in my investigation into the Andie Bell case. I learned that Andie had bullied
Nat at school, and had even sought and distributed indecent images of her on social media. I
believed this could be a possible motive and, for a time, I considered Nat a person of interest. I
was entirely wrong, of course. Today, Nat appeared in Crown Court to give evidence about
how, on 24 February 2012 at a calamity party, she was allegedly drugged and sexually assaulted
by Max Hastings, the charges listing one count of sexual assault and one count of assault by
penetration. So, Ravi, can you take us through how her testimony went?

Yeah. So, the prosecutor asked Nat to establish a timeline of that evening: when she
arrived at the party, the last instance she looked at the time before she began to feel
incapacitated, what time she woke up in the morning and left the house. Nat said that she only
has a few hazy snatches of memory: someone leading her into the back room away from the
party and laying her on a sofa, feeling paralyzed, unable to move and someone lying beside her.
Other than that, she described herself as being blacked out. And then, when she woke up the
next morning, she felt dreadful and dizzy, like it was the worst hangover she’d ever had. Her
clothes were in disarray and her underwear had been removed.

And, to revisit what the prosecution’s expert witness said on Tuesday about the effects of
benzodiazepines like Rohypnol, Nat’s testimony is very much in line with what you’d expect.
The drug acts like a sedative and can have a depressant effect on the body’s central nervous
system, which explains Nat’s feeling of being paralyzed. It feels almost like being separated
from your own body, like it just won’t listen to you, your limbs aren’t connected any more.

Right, and the prosecutor also made sure the expert witness repeated, several times, that a
side effect of Rohypnol was ‘blacking out’, as Nat said, or having anterograde amnesia, which
means an inability to create new memories. And I think the prosecutor wants to keep reminding
the jury of this point, because it will play a significant part in the testimonies of all the victims;
the fact that they don’t remember exactly what happened because the drug impacted their
ability to make memories.
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And the prosecutor was keen to repeat that fact regarding Becca Bell. As a reminder,
Becca recently changed her plea to guilty, accepting a three-year sentence, despite a defence
team who were confident they could get her no jail time due to her being a minor at the time of
Andie’s death, and the circumstances surrounding it. So yesterday, Becca gave her evidence by
video link from prison, where she will be for the next eighteen months.

Exactly. And, like with Becca, today the prosecution was keen to establish that they both
only had one or two alcoholic drinks the night of the alleged attacks, which couldn’t possibly
account for the level of intoxication. Specifically, Nat said she only drank one 330-millilitre
bottle of beer all night. And she stated, explicitly, who gave her that drink on her arrival: Max.

And how did Max react, while Nat was giving her evidence?

From the public gallery, I can only really see him from the side, or the back of his head.
But he seems to be acting the same way he has since Tuesday. This sort of calm, very still
demeanour, eyes turned to whoever’s in the witness box as though he’s really interested in what
they’re saying. He’s still wearing those thick-rimmed glasses, and I’'m one hundred per cent
certain they aren’t prescription lenses — I mean, my mum’s an optometrist.

And is his hair still long and sort of unkempt, like it was on Tuesday?

Yeah, that seems to be the image he and his lawyer have settled on. Expensive suit, fake
glasses. Maybe they think his blonde, messy hair will be disarming to the jury or something.

Well, it’s worked for certain recent world leaders.

The courtroom sketch artist let me take a photo of her sketch today, and said we could post
it after the press published it. You can see her impression of Max sitting there while his
solicitor, Christopher Epps, cross-examines Nat on the stand.

Yes, and if you’d like to look at the sketch, you can find it on the appendix materials on
the website agoodgirlsguidetomurderpodcast.com. So, let’s talk about the cross-examination.

Yes, it was . . . pretty rough. Epps asked a lot of invasive questions. What were you
wearing that night? Did you dress promiscuously on purpose? —showing photos of Nat that
night from social media. Did you have a crush on your classmate, Max Hastings? How much
alcohol would you drink on an average night? He also brought up her past criminal conviction
for assault occasioning bodily harm, implying that it made her untrustworthy. It was,
essentially, a character assassination. You could see Nat getting upset, but she stayed calm, took
a few seconds to breathe and have a sip of water before answering each question. Her voice was
shaking, though. It was really hard to watch.

It makes me so angry that this kind of cross-examination of victims is allowed. It almost
shifts the burden of proof on to them, and it isn’t fair.

Not fair at all. Epps then grilled her about not going to the police the next day, if she was
sure she was assaulted and who the perpetrator was. That if she’d gone within seventy-two
hours, a urinalysis could have confirmed whether she even had Rohypnol in her system which,
he claimed, was up for debate. Nat could only reply that she hadn’t been sure afterwards,
because she had no memory. And then Epps said, ‘If you have no memory, how do you know
you didn’t consent to any sexual activity? Or that you even interacted with the defendant that
night?’ Nat replied that Max had made a loaded comment to her the following Monday, asking
if she’d had a ‘good time’ at the party because he had. Epps never let up. It must have been
exhausting for Nat.

It seems this is his tactic for Max’s defence. To somehow undermine and discredit each of
us as witnesses. With me, it was his claim about how convenient it was that I had Max to use as
a male patsy, to try make Becca Bell and her alleged manslaughter sympathetic. That it was all
part of the ‘aggressive feminist narrative’ I’ve been pushing with my podcast.



Ravi: Yeah, that does seem to be the route Epps is going down.

Pip: I guess that’s the kind of aggressive strategy you get when your lawyer costs three hundred
pounds an hour. But money is no issue for the Hastings family, of course.

Ravi: It doesn’t matter whatever strategy he uses; the jury will see the truth.
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Two

Words spliced, growing across the gaps like vines as her eyes unfocused,
until her handwriting was just one writhing blur. Pip was looking at the page, but
she wasn’t really there. It was like that now; giant holes in her attention that she
slipped right into.

There was a time, not too long ago, she would have found a practice essay
about Cold War escalation enthralling. She would have cared, really cared. That
was who she was before, but something must have changed. Hopefully it was
just a matter of time until those holes filled back in and things went back to
normal.

Her phone buzzed against the desk, Cara’s name lighting up.

‘Good evening, Miss Sweet F-A,’ Cara said when Pip picked up. ‘Are you
ready to Netflix and chill in the upside down?’

“Yep CW, two secs,” Pip said, taking her laptop and phone to bed with her,
sliding under the duvet.

‘How was the trial today?’ Cara asked. ‘Naomi almost went this morning, to
support Nat. But she couldn’t face seeing Max.’

‘T just uploaded the next update.’ Pip sighed. ‘Makes me so angry that Ravi
and I have to tiptoe around it when we record, saying ‘allegedly’ and avoiding
anything that steps over the presumption of innocence when we know he did it.
He did all of it.’

“Yeah, it’s gross. But it’s OK, it will be over in a week.” Cara rustled in her
covers, the phone line crackling. ‘Hey, guess what I found today?’

‘“What?’

“You’re a meme. An actual meme that strangers are posting on Reddit. It’s
that photo of you with DI Hawkins in front of all the press microphones. The one
where it looks like you’re rolling your eyes at him while he’s talking.’

‘I was rolling my eyes at him.’

‘And people have captioned the funniest things. It’s like you’re the new
“jealous girlfriend” meme. This one has a caption of Me . . . by you, and beside
Hawkins it says Men on the internet explaining my own joke back to me.’ She
snorted. “That’s when you know you’ve made it, becoming a meme. Have you
heard from any more advertisers?’

“Yeah,” Pip said. ‘A few companies have emailed about sponsorship. But . . .
I still don’t know if it’s the right thing, profiting off what happened. I don’t
know, it’s too much to think about, especially this week.’

‘I know, what a week.” Cara coughed. ‘So tomorrow, you know . . . the
memorial, would it be weird for Ravi . . . and his parents, if Naomi and I were



there?’

Pip sat up. ‘No. You know Ravi doesn’t think like that, you’ve spoken to
each other about it.’

‘I know, I know. But I just thought, with tomorrow being about remembering
Sal and Andie, now we know the truth, maybe it would be weird for us to —’

‘Ravi is the last person who’d ever want you to feel guilty for what your dad
did to Sal. His parents too.” Pip paused. ‘They lived through that, they know
better than anyone.’

‘I know, it’s just -’

‘Cara, it’s OK. Ravi would want you there. I’m pretty sure he’d say Sal
would’ve wanted Naomi there. She was his best friend.’

‘OK, if you’re sure.’

‘I’m always sure.’

“You are. You should think about taking up gambling,” Cara said.

‘Can’t, Mum’s already too concerned about my addictive personality.’

‘Surely mine and Naomi’s fucked-uppedness helps to normalize you.’

‘Not enough, apparently,’ said Pip. ‘If you could try a bit harder, that would
be great.’

That was Cara’s way of getting through the last six months; her new normal.
Hiding behind the quips and one-liners that made others squirm and fall silent.
Most people don’t know how to react when someone jokes about their father
who murdered a person and kidnapped another. But Pip knew exactly how to
react: she crouched and hid behind the one-liners too, so that Cara always had
someone right there next to her. That was how she helped.

‘Note taken. Although not sure my grandma can cope with any more. You
know Naomi’s had this new idea: apparently she wants to burn all of Dad’s stuff.
Grandparents obviously said no and got straight on the phone to our therapist.’

‘Burn it?’

‘I know, right?” Cara said. ‘She’d accidentally summon a demon or
something. I probably shouldn’t tell him; he still thinks Naomi will turn up one
day.’

Cara visited her dad in Woodhill Prison once a fortnight. She said it didn’t
mean she’d forgiven him, but, after all, he was still her dad. Naomi had not seen
him once and said she never would.

‘So, what time does the memorial — hold on, Grandpa’s talking to me . . .
yes?’ Cara called, her voice directed away from the phone. ‘Yeah, I know. Yeah,
[ am.’

Cara’s grandparents — her mum’s parents — had moved into the house with
them last November, so Cara had some doctor-ordered stability until she finished



school. But April was almost over, and exams and the end of school were fast
approaching. Too fast. And when summer arrived, they would put the Wards’
house on the market and move the girls back to their home in Great Abington. At
least they’d be close when Pip started university in Cambridge. But Little Kilton
wasn’t Little Kilton without Cara, and Pip quietly wished the summer would
never come.

‘OK. Goodnight Grandpa.’

“What was that?’

‘Oh, you know, it’s gone ten thirty so it’s suuuuuuuper late and past “lights
out” time and I should have been in bed hours ago and not chatting to my
“girlfriends”. Plural. At this rate, I’ll probably never have a girlfriend, let alone
multiple, plus no one has said “lights out” since like the seventeen hundreds,’
she huffed.

“Well, the light bulb was invented in 1879 so -’

“Ugh, please stop. Have you got it lined up?’

‘Almost,” Pip said, dragging her finger across the mousepad. ‘We’re on
episode four, yes?’

This had started in December, when Pip first realized Cara wasn’t really
sleeping. Not surprising, really; lying in bed at night is always when the worst
thoughts come. And Cara’s were worse than most. If only Pip could stop her
listening to them, distract her into sleep. As kids, Cara was always the first one
to go at sleepovers, her light snores disrupting the end of the cheesy horror film.
So Pip tried to recreate those childhood sleepovers, calling Cara while they
binge-watched Netflix together. It worked. As long as Pip was there, awake and
listening, Cara eventually fell asleep, her soft breaths whistling through the
phone.

Now they did it every night. They’d started with shows Pip could
legitimately argue had ‘educational value’. But they’d been through so many that
the standard had slipped somewhat. Still, at least Stranger Things had some
historical quality.

‘OK, ready?’ Cara said.

‘Ready.’ It had taken them several attempts to get the shows to run in exact
synchronization; Cara’s laptop had a slight delay so she pressed play on one and
Pip went on go.

“Three,’ Pip said.

“Two.’

‘One.’

‘Go.’



FRIDAY
Three

She knew his footsteps; knew them across carpet and hardwood floors, and
knew them now across the gravel on the common car park. She turned and
smiled at him, and Ravi’s feet picked up in that small-stepped half-run he always
did when he spotted her. It made Pip glow every time.

‘Hey, Sarge,’ he said, pressing the words into her forehead with his lips. His
very first nickname for her, now one among dozens.

“You OK?’ she asked, though she already knew he wasn’t; he’d just over-
sprayed deodorant and it was following him around like a fog. That meant he
was nervous.

“Yeah, bit nervous,’ Ravi said. ‘Mum and Dad are already there but I wanted
to shower first.’

‘That’s OK, the ceremony doesn’t start until seven thirty,” Pip said, taking
his hand. ‘There are lots of people around the pavilion already, maybe a few
hundred.’

‘Already?’

“Yeah. I walked through on my way home from school and the news vans
were already setting up.’

‘Is that why you came in disguise?’ Ravi smiled, tugging at the bottle-green
jacket hood pulled over Pip’s head.

‘Just until we get past them.’

It was probably her fault they were here anyway; her podcast had reignited
Sal and Andie’s stories on the news cycles. Especially this week, the six-year
anniversary of their deaths.

‘How did court go today?’ asked Pip, and then: ‘We can talk about it
tomorrow if you don’t want -’

‘No, it’s OK,’ he said. ‘I mean, it wasn’t OK. Today was one of the girls
who lived in the same halls as Max at university. They played her 999 call from
the morning after.” Ravi swallowed the lump in his throat. ‘And in cross-
examination, Epps went in on her, of course: no DNA profile lifted from the rape
kit, no memory, that sort of thing. You know, watching Epps sometimes makes
me reconsider if I really want to be a criminal defence solicitor.’

That was The Plan they’d worked out: Ravi would resit his A-Level exams
as a private candidate the same time Pip was taking hers. Then he would apply
for a six-year law apprenticeship starting in September, when Pip went to
university. ‘Quite the power couple,” Ravi had remarked.



‘Epps is one of the bad ones,’ Pip said. “You’ll be a good one.” She squeezed
his hand. ‘Are you ready? We can wait here a bit longer if you —’

‘I’m ready,’ he said. ‘Just...I...will you stay with me?’

‘Of course.” She pressed her shoulder into his. ‘I won’t let go.’

The sky was already darkening as they left the crunchy gravel behind for the
soft grass of the common. To their right, little clusters of people were walking
out on to the green from the direction of Gravelly Way, all heading towards the
pavilion on the south side of the common. Pip heard the crowd before she saw
them; that low, living hum that only happens when you put hundreds of people
into one small place. Ravi gripped her hand tighter.

They rounded a tight knot of whispering sycamore trees and the pavilion
came into view, glowing a faint yellow; people must have started lighting the
candles and tealights laid out around the structure. Ravi’s hand started to sweat
against hers.

She recognized a few faces at the back as they approached: Adam Clark, her
new history teacher, standing beside Jill from the café, and over there Cara’s
grandparents waving at her. They pushed forward and, as eyes turned and met
theirs, the crowd parted for Ravi, swallowing them, re-forming behind them to
block the way back.

‘Pip, Ravi.” A voice pulled their attention to the left. It was Naomi, hair
pulled back tight, like her smile. She was standing with Jamie Reynolds — the
older brother of Pip’s friend Connor — and, Pip realized with a stomach lurch,
Nat da Silva. Her hair so white in the thickening twilight that it almost set the air
around her aglow. They had all been in the same school year as Sal and Andie.

‘Hi,” Ravi said, pulling Pip out of her thoughts.

‘Hi Naomi, Jamie,’ she said, nodding to them in turn. ‘Nat, hey,’ she faltered
as Nat’s pale-blue eyes fell on her and her gaze hardened. The air around her lost
its glow and turned cold.

‘Sorry,’ Pip said. ‘I-I . .. just wanted to say I’m sorry you had to go through
that, th-the trial yesterday, but you did amazingly.’

Nothing. Nothing but a twitch in Nat’s cheek.

‘And I know this week and next must be awful for you, but we are going to
get him. I know it. And if there’s anything [ cando ...’

Nat’s eyes slid off Pip like she wasn’t really there at all. ‘OK,’ Nat said, a
sharp edge to her voice as she faced the other way.

‘OK,’ Pip said quietly, turning back to Naomi and Jamie. “We’d better keep
moving. See you later.’

They moved on through the crowd, and when they were far enough away,
Ravi said in her ear, “Yeah, she definitely still hates you.’



‘I know.” And she deserved it, really; she had considered Nat a murder
suspect. Why wouldn’t Nat hate her? Pip felt cold, but she packed away Nat’s
eyes into the pit in her stomach, alongside the rest of those feelings.

She spotted Cara’s messy dark blonde top-knot, bobbing above the heads in
the crowd, and she manoeuvred herself and Ravi towards it. Cara was standing
with Connor, who was nodding his head in quick doubles as she spoke. Beside
them, heads almost pressed together, were Ant and Lauren, who were now
always Ant-and-Lauren said in one quick breath, because one was never seen
without the other. Not now that they were together together, unlike before when
they must have been pretend together. Cara said apparently it had started at the
calamity party they all went to last October, when Pip had been undercover. No
wonder she hadn’t noticed. Zach was standing the other side of them, ignored,
fiddling awkwardly with his liquid black hair.

‘Hi,” Pip said as she and Ravi breached the outer circle of the group.

‘Hey,” came a quiet chorus of replies.

Cara turned to look up at Ravi, nervously picking at her collar. ‘I, um...I’'m

. how are you? Sorry.’

Cara was never lost for words.

‘It’s OK,’ Ravi said, breaking free from Pip’s hand to hug Cara. ‘It really is,
I promise.’

“Thank you,’ Cara said quietly, blinking at Pip over Ravi’s shoulder.

‘Oh, look,” Lauren hissed, nudging Pip and indicating with a flash of her
eyes. ‘It’s Jason and Dawn Bell.’

Andie and Becca’s parents. Pip followed Lauren’s eyes. Jason was wearing a
smart wool coat, surely too hot for the evening, leading Dawn towards the
pavilion. Dawn’s eyes were down on the ground, on all those bodiless feet, her
eyelashes mascara-clumped like she’d already been crying. She looked so small
behind Jason as he pulled her along by the hand.

‘Have you heard?’ Lauren said, beckoning for the group to draw in tighter.
‘Apparently Jason and Dawn are back together. My mum says his second wife is
divorcing him and apparently Jason has moved back into that house with Dawn.’

That house. The house where Andie Bell died on the kitchen tiles and Becca
stood by and watched. If those apparentlys were true, Pip wondered how much
choice Dawn had had in that decision. From what she’d heard about Jason
during her investigation, she wasn’t sure how much choice anyone around him
ever had. He’d certainly not come out of her podcast smelling of roses. In fact, in
a twitter poll a listener made of the Most Hateable Person in AGGGTM, Jason
Bell had received almost as many votes as Max Hastings and Elliot Ward. Pip
herself had come in close fourth place.



‘It’s so weird they still live there,” Ant said, widening his eyes like Lauren’s.
They fed off each other like that. ‘Eating dinner in the same room she died.’

‘People deal with what they have to deal with,” said Cara. ‘Don’t think you
can judge them by normal standards.’

That shut Ant-and-Lauren up.

There was an awkward silence that Connor tried to fill. Pip looked away,
immediately recognizing the couple standing next to them. She smiled.

‘Oh hi, Charlie, Flora.” Her new neighbours from four doors down: Charlie
with his rusty coloured hair and well-trimmed beard, and Flora who Pip had only
ever seen wearing florals. She was the new teaching assistant at her brother’s
school, and Josh was more than a little bit obsessed with her. ‘Didn’t see you
there.’

‘Hello,” Charlie smiled, dipping his head. “You must be Ravi,” he said,
shaking Ravi’s hand which hadn’t yet found its way back to Pip. ‘We are both
very sorry for your loss.’

‘It sounds like your brother was an amazing guy,’ Flora added.

“Thank you. Yeah, he was,’ said Ravi.

‘Oh,’ Pip patted Zach’s shoulder to bring him into the conversation. “This is
Zach Chen. He used to live in your house.’

‘Lovely to meet you, Zach,” Flora said. “We love the house so much. Was
yours the back bedroom?’

A hissing sound behind Pip distracted her for a moment. Connor’s brother
Jamie had appeared beside him, talking to each other in hushed tones.

‘No, it’s not haunted,” Charlie was saying as Pip tuned back into the
conversation.

‘Flora?’ Zach turned to her. ‘Have you never heard the pipes groaning in the
downstairs toilet? It sounds like a ghost saying ruuuuun, ruuuunn.’

Flora’s eyes widened suddenly, her face draining as she looked at her
husband. She opened her mouth to reply but started to cough, excusing herself,
stepping back from the circle.

‘Look what you’ve started.” Charlie smiled. ‘She’ll be best friends with the
toilet ghost by tomorrow.’

Ravi’s fingers walked down Pip’s forearm, sliding back into her hand as he
gave her a look. Yes, they should probably move on and find his parents; it
would start soon.

They said goodbye and carried on towards the front of the gathering.
Looking back, Pip could have sworn the crowd had doubled since they’d
arrived; there might be nearly a thousand people here now. Almost at the
pavilion, Pip saw for the first time the blown-up photographs of Sal and Andie,



resting against easels on opposite sides of the small building. Matching smiles
etched into their forever-young faces. People had laid bouquets of flowers in
orbiting circles underneath each portrait, and the candles flickered as the crowd
shuffled on their feet.

“There they are,” Ravi said, pointing. His parents were at the front on the
right, the side Sal looked out on. There was a group of people around them, and
Pip’s family were close by.

They passed right behind Stanley Forbes taking photos of the scene, the flash
of his camera lighting up his pale face and dancing across his dark brown hair.

‘Of course he’s here,” Pip said out of earshot.

‘Oh, leave him alone, Sarge.” Ravi smiled back at her.

Months ago, Stanley had sent the Singhs a four-page handwritten apology
letter, telling them he was ashamed of the way he’d spoken about their son. He’d
printed another public apology in the small-town newspaper he volunteered at,
the Kilton Mail. And he’d also led the charge on fundraising to get a bench
dedicated to Sal on the common, just up the path from Andie’s one. Ravi and his
parents had accepted his apology, but Pip was sceptical.

‘At least he said sorry,” Ravi continued. ‘Look at all of them.” He indicated
the group around his parents. “Their friends, neighbours. People who made their
life hell. They’ve never apologized, just pretended like the last six years never
even happened.’

Ravi cut off as Pip’s dad folded them both into a hug.

‘Doing OK?’ he asked Ravi, patting him on the back before he let go.

‘Doing OK,’ Ravi replied, tousling Josh’s hair in greeting and smiling at
Pip’s mum.

Ravi’s dad, Mohan, came over. ‘I’'m going in now to get a few things ready.
I’ll see you after.” He tapped Ravi affectionately under the chin with one finger.
‘Look after Mum.’” Mohan walked up the stairs of the pavilion and disappeared
inside.

It started at seven thirty-one exactly, Ravi standing between Pip and his
mum, holding both of their hands. Pip circled her thumb in his palm as the
district councillor who’d helped organize the memorial stepped up to the
microphone at the top of the stairs to say ‘a few words’. Well, he said far more
than a few, going on about family values in the town and the inevitability of
truth, praising the Thames Valley Police for all their ‘tireless work on this case’.
He wasn’t even trying to be sarcastic.

Next up to speak was Mrs Morgan, now headteacher at Little Kilton
Grammar School. Her predecessor had been forced by the board to resign early,
in the fallout from everything Mr Ward had done while working at the school.



Mrs Morgan spoke about Andie and Sal in turn, about the lasting impact their
stories would have on the whole town.

Then Andie’s best friends, Chloe Burch and Emma Hutton, walked out of the
pavilion and up to the microphone. Clearly Jason and Dawn Bell had declined to
speak at the vigil. Chloe and Emma did a joint reading, from Christina Rossetti’s
poem, Goblin Market. When they were done, they re-joined the quietly
murmuring crowd, Emma sniffing and dabbing at her eyes with her sleeve. Pip
was watching her when someone behind bumped her elbow.

She turned. It was Jamie Reynolds, shuffling slowly through the crowd, a
determined look in his eyes, the candles lighting up a sheen of sweat breaking
across his face.

‘Sorry,” he muttered distractedly, like he didn’t even recognize her.

‘It’s OK,’ Pip replied, following Jamie with her eyes until Mohan Singh
walked out of the pavilion and cleared his throat at the microphone, silencing the
common. Not a sound, except the wind in the trees. Ravi gripped tighter, his
fingernails pressing half-moons into Pip’s skin.

Mohan looked down at the sheet of paper in his hand. He was shaking, the
page fluttering in his grip.

‘“What can I tell you about my son, Sal?’ he started, a crack halfway through
his voice. ‘I could tell you he was a straight-A student with a bright future ahead
of him, but you probably already know that. I could tell you he was a loyal and
caring friend who never wanted anyone to feel alone or unwanted, but you
probably already know that too. I could tell you he was an incredible big brother
and an amazing son who made us proud every day. I could share memories of
him, as a grinning toddler who wanted to climb everything, to a teenager who
loved early mornings and late nights. But instead, I will tell you just one thing
about Sal.’

Mohan paused, looked up to smile at Ravi and Nisha.

‘If Sal were here today, he’d never admit to this and would probably be
thoroughly embarrassed, but his favourite movie of all time, from age three to
eighteen, was Babe.’

There was a light and tense laugh from the crowd. Ravi too, eyes starting to
glaze.

‘He loved that little pig. Another reason he loved the film was because it
contained his favourite song. The one that could make him smile and cry, the
one that made him want to dance. So I’'m going to share a little of Sal and play
that song for you now to celebrate his life, as we light and release the lanterns.
But first, those words from Sal’s favourite song, I say them to you now, my
boy.” The page quivered against the microphone like paper wings as Mohan



wiped his eyes. ‘If I had words to make a day for you, I'd sing you a morning
golden and new. I would make this day last for all time. Give you a night deep in
moonshine.” He paused, nodded at someone off to the right. ‘Take it away.’

And from the speakers set up on both sides, the super high-pitched voice of a
mouse exclaimed: ‘And-a-one-and-a-two-and-a-three, hit it!’

The song started, a steady drum and the climbing melody sung by a squeaky
mouse, until a whole chorus of other mice joined in.

Ravi was laughing now, and crying, and something in between the two. And
somewhere, behind them, someone started clapping in time to the song.

Now a few more.

Pip watched over her shoulder as the clapping caught, passing up and down
as it swelled through the swaying crowd. The sound was thunderous and happy.

People started singing along with the shrill mice, and — as they realized it
was just the same few lyrics repeated — others joined in, struggling to hit those
impossibly high notes.

Ravi turned to her, mouthing the words, and she mouthed them back.

Mohan walked down the steps, the page in his hand replaced with a Chinese
lantern. The district councillor carried another down, passing it to Jason and
Dawn Bell. Pip let Ravi go as he joined his mum and dad. Ravi was handed the
small box of matches. The first one he struck was blown into a thin line of
smoke by the wind. He tried again, sheltering the flame with his cupped hands,
holding it under the lantern’s wick until it caught.

The Singhs waited a few seconds for the fire to grow, filling the lantern with
hot air. They each had two hands on the wire rim at the bottom, and when they
were ready, when they were finally ready, they straightened up, arms above their
heads, and let go.

The lantern sailed up above the pavilion, juddering in the breeze. Pip craned
her neck to watch it go, its yellow-orange flicker setting the darkness around it
on fire. A moment later, Andie’s lantern crossed into view too, mounting the
night as it chased Sal across the endless sky.

Pip didn’t look away. Her neck strained, sending stabs of pain down her
spine but she refused to look away. Not until those golden lanterns were little
more than specks, nestling among the stars. And even beyond that.
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Pip tried to fight them off, her sinking eyelids. She felt fuzzy around the
edges, ill-defined, like sleep had already taken her, but no . . . she really should
get up off the sofa and do some revision. Really.

She was lying on the red sofa in the living room, in Josh’s Place apparently,
as he kept intermittently reminding her. He was on the rug, rearranging Lego
while Toy Story played in the background. Her parents must still be out in the
garden; her dad had enthusiastically told her this morning that they were painting
the new garden shed today. Well, there wasn’t much her dad wasn’t enthusiastic
about. But the only thing Pip could think of was the stalk of the solitary
sunflower planted near there, over their dead dog’s grave. It hadn’t yet bloomed.

Pip checked her phone. It was 5:11 p.m. and there was a text waiting on the
screen from Cara, and two missed calls from Connor twenty minutes ago; she
must have actually fallen asleep for a bit. She swiped to open Cara’s message:
Urgh, been throwing up literally all day and Grandma keeps tutting. NEVER
AGAIN. Thank you so much for coming to get me xx

Cara’s previous text, when you scrolled up, had been sent at 00:04 last night:
Polpp whertf ui i I traifng finds anfulpw ggind hekp me safd. Pip had called her
immediately, whispering from her bed, but Cara was so drunk she couldn’t speak
in full sentences, not even half sentences or quarter, broken up by cries or
hiccups. It took some time to understand where she was: a calamity party. She
must have gone there after the memorial. It took even longer to coax out whose
house the party was at: ‘Stephen-Thompson’s-I-think.” And where that was: ‘Hi-
Highmoor somewhere . . .’

Pip knew Ant and Lauren were at that party too; they should have been
looking out for Cara. But, of course, Ant and Lauren were probably too
preoccupied with each other. And that wasn’t even what worried Pip most. ‘Did
you pour your own drinks?’ she’d asked. ‘You didn’t accept a drink from
someone, did you?’ So Pip had climbed out of bed and into her car, to
‘Highmoor somewhere’ to find Cara and take her home. She didn’t get back into
bed until gone half one.

And today hadn’t even been quiet to make up for it. She’d taken Josh to
football this morning, standing in a cold field to watch the game, then Ravi came
over at lunch to record another update on the Max Hastings trial. Afterwards, Pip
had edited and uploaded the mini episode, updated her website and replied to
emails. So she’d sat down on the sofa for two minutes, in Josh’s Place, just to




rest her eyes. But two had somehow become twenty-two, sneaking up on her.

She stretched out her neck and reached for her phone to text Connor, when
the doorbell went.

‘For goodness sake,” Pip said, getting up. One of her legs was still asleep and
she stumbled over it, into the hallway. ‘How many bloody Amazon deliveries
does one man need?’ Her dad had a serious next-day delivery addiction.

She undid the chain — a new rule in their house — and pulled open the door.

‘Pip!’

It wasn’t the Amazon delivery guy.

‘Oh, Connor, hey,” she said, fully opening the door. ‘I was literally just
texting you back. What’s up?’

It was only then that she noticed his eyes: the way they somehow looked
both far-off yet urgent, too much white showing above and below the blue. And
though Connor had a pink-cheeked, freckle-faced complexion, his face was
flushed red, a line of sweat trickling down his temple.

‘Are you OK?’

He took a deep breath. ‘No, I’m not.” His words cracked at the edges.

‘What’s wrong . . . do you want to come in?’ Pip stepped back to clear the
threshold.

“Th-thank you,” Connor said, stepping past as Pip shut and locked the door.
His T-shirt was sticking to his back, damp and bunched up.

‘Here.’ Pip led him into the kitchen and pointed him into one of the stools,
her trainers discarded beneath it. ‘Do you want some water?’ She didn’t wait for
him to answer, filling up one of the clean glasses on the draining board and
placing it in front of him with a thud that made him flinch. ‘Did you run here?’

“Yeah.” Connor picked up the glass with two hands and took a large gulp that
spilled over his chin. ‘Sorry. I tried to call you and you didn’t answer and I
didn’t know what to do other than just come here. And then I thought you might
be at Ravi’s instead.’

“That’s OK. I’m right here,” Pip said, sliding up into the seat opposite him.
His eyes still looked strange and Pip’s heart reacted, kicking around her chest.
“What is it? What do you need to speak to me about?’ She gripped the edges of
her stool. ‘Has . . . has something happened?’

“Yes,” Connor said, wiping his chin on his wrist. He parted his lips and his
jaw hung open and close, chewing the air like he was practising the words before
he said them.

‘Connor, what?’

‘It’s my brother,” he said. ‘He . . . he’s missing.’



Five

Pip watched Connor’s fingers as they slipped down the glass.

‘Jamie’s missing?’ she said.

“Yes.” Connor stared at her.

“When?’ she asked. “When did you last see him?’

‘At the memorial.” Connor paused to take another sip of water. ‘I last saw
him at the memorial, just before it started. He never came home.’

Pip’s breath caught. ‘I saw him there after that. Maybe around eight, eight
fifteen. He was walking through the crowd.” She pulled up the memory,
unpicked it from everything else last night. Jamie knocking into her as he made
his way to the other side, his hurried apology, the way his jaw was set,
determined. She’d thought it was strange at the time, hadn’t she? And the look in
his eyes, not unlike Connor’s were now: somehow both distant and sharp. They
looked very similar, even for brothers. They hadn’t as kids, but Pip had watched
it happen over the years, the gap closing. Jamie’s hair was just a couple of
shades darker, closer to brown than blonde. And Connor was all angles where
Jamie was heavier, softer. But even a stranger could tell they were brothers.
“You’ve tried calling him?’

“Yes, hundreds of times,’ said Connor. ‘It goes straight to voicemail like it’s
off or. .. orit’s dead.” He stumbled over that last word, his head hanging from
his shoulders. ‘Me and Mum spent hours calling anyone who might know where
he is: friends, family. No one has seen him or heard from him. No one.’

Pip felt something stirring, right in that pit in her stomach that never quite
left her any more. ‘Have you called around all the local hospitals to see if —’

“Yes, we called them all. Nothing.’

Pip awakened her phone to check the time. It was half five now, and if Jamie
hadn’t been seen since around eight last night, seen by her, that meant he’d been
missing for over twenty-one hours already.

‘OK,’ she said firmly, bringing Connor’s eyes back to hers, ‘your parents
need to go to the police station and file a missing persons report. You’ll need -’

‘We already did,” Connor said, a hint of impatience creeping into his voice.
‘Me and Mum went down to the station a few hours ago, filed the report, gave
them a recent photograph, all that. It was Nat da Silva’s brother, Daniel, the
officer who took the report.’

‘OK, good, so officers should be —’

Connor cut her off again. ‘No,” he said. ‘No officers are doing anything.
Daniel said that because Jamie is twenty-four, an adult, and has a history of
leaving home without communicating with his family, that there is very little the




police can do.’

‘“What?’

“Yeah, he gave us a reference number and just told us to keep calling Jamie’s
phone and anyone he’s been known to stay with before. Said that almost all
missing people return within forty-eight hours, so we just have to wait.’

The stool creaked as Pip shifted. “They must think he’s low risk. When a
missing persons report is filed,” she explained, ‘the police determine a risk
assessment based on factors like age, any medical issues, if the behaviour is out
of character, things like that. Then the police response depends on whether they
think the case is low, medium or high risk.’

‘I know how it might look to them,” Connor said, his eyes a little less far-
away now, ‘that Jamie’s disappeared a couple times before and he always comes
back -’

‘The first time was after he dropped out of uni, wasn’t it?” Pip said,
scratching at the memory, how the air had been thick with tension in the
Reynoldses’ house for weeks after.

Connor nodded. ‘Yeah, after he and my dad had a huge argument about it, he
stayed with a friend for a week and wouldn’t answer any calls or texts. And it
was two years ago when Mum actually filed a report because Jamie never
returned from a night out in London. He’d lost his phone and wallet and couldn’t
get home so just stayed on someone’s sofa for a couple of days. But . . .” He
sniffed, wiping his nose on the back of his hand. ‘But something feels different
this time. I think he’s in trouble, Pip, I really do.’

‘“Why?’ she asked.

‘He’s been acting strange the last few weeks. Distant, kind of jumpy. Short-
tempered. And, you know Jamie, he’s normally really chilled out. Well, lazy, if
you ask my dad. But recently, he’s seemed, at times, a little off.’

And wasn’t that how he seemed last night when he knocked into her? That
strange focus, like he could see nothing else, not even her. And why was he
moving through the crowd right then, anyway? Wasn’t that a little off?

‘And,” Connor continued, ‘I don’t think he’d run off again, not after how
upset Mum got last time. Jamie wouldn’t do that to her again.’

‘I...” Pip began. But she didn’t really know what to say to him.

‘So me and Mum were talking,” Connor said, shoulders contracting like he
was shrinking in on himself. ‘If the police won’t investigate, won’t contact the
media or anything, then what can we do ourselves, to find Jamie? That’s what I
wanted to talk to you about, Pip.’

She knew what was coming but Connor didn’t pause long enough for her to
cut in.



“You know how to do this; everything you did last year where the police
failed. You solved a murder. Two of them. And your podcast,” he swallowed,
‘hundreds of thousands of followers; that’s probably more effective than any
media connections the police have. If we want to find Jamie, spread the word
that he’s missing so people can come forward with any information they have, or
sightings, you are our best hope of that.’

‘Connor —’

‘If you investigate and release it on your show, I know we’ll find him. We’ll
find him in time. We have to.’

Connor tailed off. The silence that followed was teeming; Pip could feel it
crawling around her. She knew what he’d been going to ask. How could it have
been anything else? She breathed out, and that thing that lived inside her twisted
in her gut. But her answer was inevitable.

‘I’m sorry,’ she said quietly. ‘I can’t do it, Connor.’

Connor’s eyes widened, and he grew back out of his shoulders. ‘I know it’s a
lot to ask but —’

‘It’s too much to ask,’ she said, glancing at the window, checking her parents
were still busy in the garden. ‘I don’t do that any more.’

‘I know, but -’

‘Last time I almost lost everything: ended up in the hospital, got my dog
killed, put my family in danger, blew up my best friend’s life. It’s too much to
ask. I promised myself. I . . . I can’t do it any more.” The pit in her stomach
ripped wider still; soon it might even outgrow her. ‘I can’t do it. It’s not who I
am.’

‘Pip, please . ..’ He was pleading now, words catching on their way up his
throat. ‘Last time you didn’t even really know them, they were already gone.
This is Jamie, Pip. Jamie. What if he’s hurt? What if he doesn’t make it? I don’t
know what to do.’ His voice finally cracked as the tears broke the surface of his
eyes.

‘I’'m sorry, Connor, I am,’ Pip said, though the words hurt her to say. ‘But I
have to say no.’

“You aren’t going to help?’ He sniffed. ‘At all?’

She couldn’t do it. She couldn’t.

‘I didn’t say that.” Pip jumped down from her stool to hand Connor a tissue.
‘As you can probably guess, I have a certain relationship with the local police
now. I mean, I don’t think I’m their favourite person, but I probably have more
sway in matters like this.” She scooped up her car keys from the side by the
microwave. ‘I’ll go talk to DI Hawkins right now, tell him about Jamie and why
you’re worried, see if I can get them to rethink their risk assessment so they



actually investigate.’

Connor slid from his stool. ‘Really? You’ll do that?’

‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I can’t promise anything, but Hawkins is a good guy
really. Hopefully he sees sense.’

“Thank you,” Connor said, wrapping his awkward and angular arms around
her quickly. His voice lowered. ‘I’m scared, Pip. ’

‘It’s going to be OK.’ She attempted a smile. ‘I’ll give you a lift home on my
way. Come on.’

Stepping out into the early evening, the front door got caught in a cross-
breeze and slammed loudly behind them. Pip carried the sound with her, inside
her, echoing around that hollow growing in her gut.



Six

The russet-brick building was just starting to lose its edges to the grey
evening sky as Pip climbed out of her squat car. The white sign on the wall read:
Thames Valley Police, Amersham Police Station. The policing team for Little
Kilton was stationed here, at a larger town ten minutes away.

Pip walked through the main door into the blue-painted reception. There was
just one man waiting inside, asleep on one of the hard metal chairs against the
back wall. Pip strode up to the help desk and knocked on the glass, to get
someone’s attention from the attached office. The sleeping man snorted and
shuffled into a new position.

‘Hello?’ The voice emerged before its owner: the detention officer Pip had
met a couple of times. The officer strolled out, slapping some papers down and
then finally looking at Pip. ‘Oh, you’re not who I was expecting.’

‘Sorry,’ Pip smiled. ‘How are you, Eliza?’

‘I’'m OK, love.” Her kindly face crinkled into a smile, grey hair bunching at
the collar of her uniform. “What brings you here this time?’

Pip liked Eliza, liked that neither of them had to pretend or dance around
small talk.

‘I need to talk to DI Hawkins,’ she said. ‘Is he here?’

‘He is right now.’ Eliza chewed her pen. ‘He’s very busy though, looking to
be a long night.’

‘Can you tell him it’s urgent? Please,” Pip added.

‘Fine, see what I can do,’ Eliza sighed. “Take a seat, sweetheart,” she added
as she disappeared back into the office.

But Pip didn’t take a seat. Her body was humming and didn’t know how to
be still right now. So she paced the width of the front desk, six steps, turn, six
steps back, daring the squeak of her trainers to wake the sleeping man.

The keypad-locked door leading to the offices and interview rooms buzzed
open, but it wasn’t Eliza or Richard Hawkins. It was two uniformed officers. Out
first was Daniel da Silva, holding the door for another constable, Soraya
Bouzidi, who was tying her tightly curled hair into a bun beneath her black
peaked hat. Pip had first met them both at the police meeting in Kilton library
last October, back when Daniel da Silva was a person of interest in Andie’s case.
Judging by the strained, toothless smile he gave her now as he passed, he clearly
hadn’t forgotten that.

But Soraya acknowledged her, throwing her a nod and a bright, ‘Hello,’
before following Daniel outside to one of the patrol cars. Pip wondered where
they were going, what had called them out. Whatever it was, they must think it




more important than Jamie Reynolds.

The door buzzed again, but only opened a few inches. A hand was all that
appeared through it, holding up two fingers towards Pip.

“You’ve got two minutes,” Hawkins called, beckoning her to follow him
down the corridor. She hurried over, trainers shrieking as she did, the sleeping
man snorting awake behind her.

Hawkins didn’t wait to say hello, striding down the hall in front of her. He
was dressed in black jeans and a new jacket, padded and dark green. Maybe he’d
finally thrown out that long wool coat he’d always worn when he was lead
investigator on Andie Bell’s disappearance.

‘I’m on my way out,” he said suddenly, opening the door to Interview Room
1 and gesturing her inside. ‘So I mean it when I say two minutes. What is it?’ He
closed the door behind them, leaning against it with one leg up.

Pip straightened and crossed her arms. ‘Missing person,’ she said. ‘Jamie
Reynolds from Little Kilton. Case number four nine zero zero —’

“Yeah I saw the report,” he interrupted. “What about it?’

“Why aren’t you doing anything about it?’

That caught him off guard. Hawkins made a sound somewhere between a
laugh and a throat-clear, rubbing his hand across his stubbled chin. ‘I’m sure you
know how it works, Pip. I won’t patronize you by explaining.’

‘He shouldn’t be filed as low risk,” she said. ‘His family believe he’s in
serious trouble.’

‘Well, family hunches aren’t one of the criteria we trust in serious police
work.’

‘And what about my hunches?’ Pip said, refusing to let go of his eyes. ‘Do
you trust those? I’ve known Jamie since I was nine. I saw him at Andie and Sal’s
memorial before he disappeared, and something definitely felt off.’

‘I was there,” Hawkins said. ‘It was very emotionally charged. I’'m not
surprised if people weren’t acting quite themselves.’

“That’s not what I mean.’

‘Look, Pip,’ he sighed, dropping his leg and peeling away from the door. ‘Do
you know how many missing persons reports we get every single day?
Sometimes as many as twelve. We quite literally don’t have the time or
resources to chase up every single one. Especially not with all these budget cuts.
Most people return on their own within forty-eight hours. We have to prioritize.’

‘So prioritize Jamie,’ she said. ‘Trust me. Something’s wrong.’

‘I can’t do that.” Hawkins shook his head. ‘Jamie is an adult and even his
own mother admitted this isn’t out of character. Adults have a legal right to
disappear if they want to. Jamie Reynolds isn’t missing; he’s just absent. He’ll



be fine. And if he chooses to, he’ll be back in a few days.’

‘What if you’re wrong?’ she asked, knowing she was losing him. She
couldn’t lose him. “What if you’re missing something, like with Sal? What if
you’re wrong again?’

Hawkins winced. ‘I’m sorry,” he said. ‘I wish I could help but I really have
to go. We’ve got an actual high-risk case: an eight-year-old who’s been abducted
from her back garden. There’s just nothing I can do for Jamie. It’s the way it is,
unfortunately.” He reached down for the door handle.

‘Please,’ Pip said, the desperation in her voice surprising them both. ‘Please,
I’m begging you.’

His fingers stalled. ‘I’'m -’

‘Please.” Her throat clenched like it did before she cried, breaking her voice
into a million little pieces. ‘Don’t make me do this again. Please. I can’t do this
again.’

Hawkins wouldn’t look at her, tightening his grip around the handle. ‘I’m
sorry, Pip. My hands are tied. There’s nothing I can do.’

Outside, she stopped in the middle of the car park and looked up into the sky,
clouds hiding the stars from her, hoarding them for themselves. It had just
started to rain, cold droplets that stung as they fell into her open eyes. She stood
there a while, watching the endless nothing of the sky, trying to listen to what
her gut was telling her. She closed her eyes to hear it better. What do I do? Tell
me what to do.

She started to shiver and climbed into her car, wringing the rain from her
hair. The sky had given her no answers. But there was someone who might;
someone who knew her better than she knew herself. She pulled out her phone
and dialled.

‘Ravi?’

‘Hello, trouble.” The smile was obvious in his voice. ‘Have you been
sleeping? You sound strange.’

She told him; told him everything. Asked for help because he was the only
one she knew how to ask.

‘I can’t tell you what decision to make,’ he said.

‘But, could you?’

‘No, I can’t make that decision for you. Only you know, only you can know,’
he said. ‘But what I do know is that whatever you decide will be the right thing.
That’s just how you are. And whatever you choose, you know I’ll be here, right
behind you. Always. OK?’

‘OK.’

And as she said goodbye, she realized the decision was already made. Maybe



it had always been made, maybe she’d never really had a choice, and she’d just
been waiting for someone to tell her that that was OK.

It was OK.

She searched for Connor’s name and clicked the green button, her heart
dragging its way to her throat.

He picked up on the second ring.

‘I’ll do it,” she said.



Seven

The Reynoldses’ house on Cedar Way had always looked like a face. The
white front door and the wide windows either side were the house’s toothy
smile. The mark where the bricks were discoloured, that was its nose. And the
two squared windows upstairs were its eyes, staring down at you, sleeping when
the curtains were closed at night.

The face usually looked happy. But as she stared at it now, it felt incomplete,
like the house itself knew something inside was wrong.

Pip knocked, her heavy rucksack digging into one shoulder.

“You’re here already?’ Connor said when he opened the door, moving aside
to let her in.

“Yep, stopped by home to pick up my equipment and came straight here.
Every second counts with something like this.’

Pip paused to slip her shoes off, almost over-balancing when her bag shifted.
‘Oh, and if my mum asks, you fed me dinner, OK?’

Pip hadn’t told her parents yet. She knew she’d have to, later. Their families
were close, ever since Connor first asked Pip round to play in year four. And her
mum had seen a lot of Jamie recently; he’d been working at her estate agency
the last couple of months. But even so, Pip knew it would be a battle. Her mum
would remind her how dangerously obsessed she got last time — as if she needed
reminding — and tell her she should be studying instead. There just wasn’t time
for that argument now. The first seventy-two hours were crucial when someone
went missing, and they’d already lost twenty-three of those.

‘Pip?’ Connor’s mum, Joanna, had appeared in the hallway. Her fair hair was
piled on top of her head and she looked somehow older in just one day.

‘Hi, Joanna.” That was the rule, always had been: Joanna, never Mrs
Reynolds.

‘Pip, thank you for . . . for . ..’ she said, trying on a smile that didn’t quite
fit. “‘Connor and I had no idea what to do and we just knew you were the person
to go to. Connor says you had no luck trying again with the police?’

‘No, I’m sorry,” Pip said, following Joanna into the kitchen. ‘I tried, but they
won’t budge.’

“They don’t believe us,” Joanna said, opening one of the top cupboards. It
wasn’t a question. ‘Tea?’ But that was.

‘No, thank you.” Pip dropped her bag on to the kitchen table. She rarely
drank it any more, not since fireworks night last year when Becca Bell slipped
Andie’s remaining Rohypnol pills into her tea. ‘Shall we get started in here?’ she
said, hovering beside a chair.



“Yes,” Joanna said, losing her hands in the folds of her oversized jumper.
‘Best do it in here.’

Pip settled into a chair, Connor taking the one beside her as she unzipped her
bag and pulled out her computer, the two USB microphones and pop filters, the
folder, a pen, and her bulky headphones. Joanna finally sat down, though she
couldn’t seem to sit still, shifting every few seconds and changing the positions
of her arms.

‘Is your dad here? Your sister?’ Pip directed the questions at Connor, but
Joanna was the one who answered.

‘Zoe’s at university. I called her, told her Jamie’s missing, but she’s staying
there. She seems to have come down on her father’s side of things.’

“What do you mean?’

‘Arthur is . . .’ Joanna exchanged a quick look with Connor. ‘Arthur doesn’t
think Jamie’s missing, thinks he’s just run off again and will be back soon. He
seems very angry with the whole thing — with Jamie.” She shifted again,
scratching a point just under her eye. ‘He thinks Connor and I are being
ridiculous with all this —’ She gestured to Pip’s equipment. ‘He’s gone to the
supermarket but he’ll probably be back soon.’

‘OK,’ Pip said, making a mental note, trying to betray nothing with her face.
‘Do you think he’ll talk to me?’

‘No,” Connor said firmly. ‘No point even asking.’

The atmosphere in the room was tight and uncomfortable, and Pip’s armpits
prickled with sweat. ‘OK, before we do anything, I need to speak honestly with
you both, give you . .. I guess, a kind of disclaimer.’

They nodded at her, eyes wholly focused now.

‘If you’re asking me to investigate, to help find Jamie, we have to agree
upfront where this could potentially take us and you need to be happy to accept
that or I can’t do it.” Pip cleared her throat. ‘It might lead us to potentially
unsavoury things about Jamie, things that might be embarrassing or harmful, for
you and him. Secrets he might have kept from you and wouldn’t want exposed. I
agree that releasing the investigation for my podcast is the fastest way to get
media attention for Jamie’s disappearance, bring in witnesses who might know
something. It might even get Jamie’s attention if he really has just left, and bring
him back. But with that, you have to accept that your private lives will be laid
bare. Nothing will be off-the-record, and that can be hard to deal with.” Pip knew
this better than most. The anonymous death and rape threats still came in
weekly, comments and tweets calling her an ugly, hateful bitch. ‘Jamie isn’t here
to agree to this, so you need to accept, for him and yourselves, that you’re
opening up your lives to be scrutinized and when I start digging, it’s possible



you’ll learn things you never would have wanted to know. That’s what happened
last time, so I . . . I just want to check you’re ready for that.” Pip trailed into
silence, her throat dry, wishing she’d asked for another drink instead.

‘I accept,” Joanna said, her voice growing with each syllable. ‘Anything.
Anything to get him home.’

Connor nodded. ‘I agree. We have to find him.’

‘OK, good,’ Pip said, though she couldn’t help but wonder if the Reynoldses
had just given her permission to blow up their family, like she had with the
Wards and the Bells. They’d come to her, invited her in, but they didn’t really
understand the destruction that came in with her, hand-in-hand through that front
door which looked like a grinning smile.

It was just then that the front door opened, heavy footsteps on the carpet, the
rustling of a plastic bag.

Joanna jumped up, her chair screeching against the tiles.

‘Jamie?’ she shouted, running towards the hallway. ‘Jamie?’

‘Just me,” said a male voice. Not Jamie. Joanna immediately deflated, like
she’d just halved in size, holding on to the wall to keep the rest of her from
disappearing too.

Arthur Reynolds walked into the kitchen, curly red hair with wisps of grey
around the ears, a thick moustache that peppered out into well-trimmed stubble.
His pale blue eyes seemed almost colourless in the bright LED lights.

‘Got more bread and — Arthur broke off, his shoulders slumping as soon as
he spotted Pip, and the laptop and microphones in front of her. ‘For goodness
sake, Joanna,’ he said. ‘This is ridiculous.” He dropped the shopping bag on the
floor, a tin of plum tomatoes rolling out under the table. ‘I’m going to watch
TV, he said, marching out of the kitchen and towards the living room. The door
slammed behind him, ricocheting through Pip’s bones. Of all her friends’ dads,
she would have said Connor’s was the scariest; or maybe Ant’s. But Cara’s dad
would have been the least and look how that turned out.

‘I’m sorry, Pip.” Joanna came back to the table, picking up the lonely tin on
her way. ‘I’m sure he’ll come round. Eventually.’

‘Should I . . .” Pip began. ‘Should I be here?’

“Yes,” Joanna said firmly. ‘Finding Jamie is more important than my
husband’s anger.’

‘Are you —’

‘I’m sure,’ she said.

‘All right.” Pip unclipped the green folder and pulled out two sheets. ‘I need
you to sign release forms before we begin.’

She handed Connor her pen, while Joanna fetched one from the counter. As



they read through the forms, Pip awakened her laptop, opened up Audacity and
plugged in the USB microphones, readjusting the pop filters over them.

Connor signed his name, and the microphones came alive, picking up the
scratching of his pen, the blue soundwave spiking from the centre line.

‘Joanna, I’ll interview you first, if that’s OK?’

‘Sure.’ Joanna handed her the signed form.

Pip shot Connor a quick, close-lipped smile. He blinked vacantly back at her,
not understanding the signal.

‘Connor,” she said gently. ‘You have to leave. Witnesses must be
interviewed separately, so they aren’t influenced by anyone else’s account.’

‘Right. Got it,” he said, standing up. ‘I’'ll go upstairs, keep trying Jamie’s
number.’

He closed the kitchen door behind him, and Pip adjusted the microphones,
placing one in front of Joanna.

‘I’'m going to ask you questions about yesterday,’ said Pip, ‘try to create a
timeline of Jamie’s day. But I’ll also ask about Jamie in recent weeks, in case
anything is relevant. Just answer as truthfully as you can.’

‘OK.’

‘Are you ready?’

Joanna breathed out, nodded. Pip slipped on her headphones, securing them
around her ears, and guided the on-screen arrow towards the red record button.

The mouse lingered over it.

Pip wondered.

Wondered whether the moment of no return had already been and gone, or
whether this was it, here, right now, hovering above that red button. Either way,
going back didn’t exist any more, not for her. There was only forward. Only
onwards. She straightened up and pressed record.
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OF COURSE, MY NAME IS —

Sorry, Joanna, you don’t need to speak directly into the microphone. It picks you up just
fine if you sit normally.

Sorry. My name is Joanna Reynolds, I’'m Jamie’s mum. I have three children, Jamie is
the oldest, my first. He just turned twenty-four, his birthday was last week. We celebrated
here, had Chinese take-away and a Colin the Caterpillar birthday cake. Connor just managed
to fit twenty-four candles on it. Oh, sorry, my other children: my daughter Zoe, she’s twenty-
one, at university. And Connor, he’s my baby, eighteen and in his last year of school. Sorry,
that was terrible, should I try it again?

No, that’s OK, it was perfect. This is just a raw interview; I’ll edit all of this with
sections of me talking and explaining in between so you don’t need to worry about
consistency or sounding polished or anything.

OK.

And some things, I obviously already know the answer to, but I have to ask so we can
present all the information in the episode. Like for example, I’m going to ask you: Does
Jamie still live at home with you?

I understand. OK. Yes, Jamie still lives at home with me and my husband, Arthur, and
my youngest son, Connor.

And does he have a job currently?
Yes, you know he works with your mum, Pip.
I know, I just need you to say —

Oh, sorry, I forgot. Let me try again. Yes, Jamie is currently working part-time as a
receptionist at a local estate agency, Proctor and Radcliffe Homes. He’s been there for almost
three months now. It was very kind of your mum to give him the job, Pip, I’m very grateful.
Since dropping out of uni in first year, Jamie’s been struggling to find a job, or stay in the
ones he does get. He’s been a bit lost the last couple of years, can’t decide what he wants to
do or what he’s good at. We’ve tried helping him but, with Jamie, the more you push him
towards something, the more he pulls away from it. That’s why Arthur gets so frustrated with
him. But I'm glad Jamie seems to be enjoying his job, at least for now.

And would you say Jamie struggles to commit to things? Is that why he dropped out of
university?

Yes, I think that’s part of the problem. He tried, he really did, but he found the pressure
too much and just shut down, had a panic attack during one of his exams. I think some people
just aren’t made for that sort of academic environment. Jamie . . . he’s a very sensitive boy . .
. man. I mean, you know him, Pip. Arthur worries that he’s over-sensitive, but he’s been like
this since he was a child. A very sweet little boy, all the other mothers used to say so.

Yeah, he’s only ever been nice to me, was never Connor’s scary older brother or
anything. And everyone else seems to like him. Speaking of, who are Jamie’s closest friends?
Any in Little Kilton?

He still occasionally talks to one guy from university and I think he might have some
internet friends too, he’s always on that computer. Jamie’s never been too good at friends; he
makes fierce one-on-one friendships and falls in deep, so he’s always devastated when they
don’t work out. I’d say his closest friend, at the moment, is Nat da Silva.

I know Nat.

Yes, of course. There’s not many from their school year still living here in Kilton, apart
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from Naomi Ward and M-Max Hastings. Sorry, shouldn’t bring him up. But Nat and Jamie
seem to have a lot in common. She also had issues at university and left early, and she’s
struggling to find a job she really wants because she’s got a criminal record. I think they both
feel left behind in this town, and it’s nicer to be left behind with someone else. Everything
that happened last year sort of brought them together too. Nat had been friendly with Sal
Singh, and Jamie was friends with Andie Bell; he spent a lot of time with Andie during
rehearsals for school plays. Jamie and Nat were on the periphery of everything that happened,
and I think they bonded over it. They’ve become really close since last year, talk all the time.
She’s probably his only real friend at the moment. Though, truth be told, I think Jamie sees
her in a different way than she sees him.

What do you mean?

Well, oh god, Jamie is going to be furious I’'m saying this. But I did agree nothing was
off-record . . . I know my son very well and he’s never been good at hiding his feelings. I
could always tell, by the way he talked about her, how he kept finding ways to bring Nat up
into every single conversation that he was quite enamoured with her. Smitten. They spoke on
the phone almost every day, always texting. But, of course, things were different after Nat
turned up with a new boyfriend a couple of months ago. I don’t think Jamie ever mentioned
his name but he was devastated. I found him crying in his room; he said it was because he
had a stomach-ache, but I knew. It wasn’t the first time I’d seen him like that. I knew it was
because his heart was broken, and it was probably about Nat.

How long ago was this?

Must have been early March. There were a couple of weeks without much contact, I
think. But they’re still friends now; in fact Jamie’s always on his phone texting and it must be
her because he jumps up so none of us can see. I can hear him up late sometimes too, on the
phone. By his voice, I can tell it’s Nat he’s talking to.

OK, thank you, I’ll certainly talk to Nat as soon as I can. So, Connor said to me that he’s
more worried about Jamie this time because he’s been acting strangely in the last few weeks.
Distant and short-tempered. Have you noticed the same?

He’s not been quite himself the last couple of weeks. Up late, coming in at all hours,
over-sleeping and almost missing work. Snapping at his brother when they normally get on so
well. I think it’s partly everything with Nat, but also, like I said before, feeling like he’s been
left behind, watching all the people he went to school and uni with starting successful careers,
settling down with partners, moving out of their parents’ houses. Jamie’s very self-conscious;
he’s told me before he often feels worthless, never quite good enough. He’s been struggling
with his weight too over the last six months or so. I told him it doesn’t matter as long as he is
healthy and comfortable in his skin, but . . . well, you know how the world tries to make
anyone over a certain size feel ashamed of that. I think Jamie’s been unhappy the last few
weeks because he’s comparing himself to everyone else, feeling like he’ll never catch up. But
I know he will.

Sorry, Joanna, I don’t want to ask this, but you don’t think . . . you don’t think he could
be at risk of harming himself?

No, absolutely not. Jamie wouldn’t do that to me, to his family. He wouldn’t. That’s not
what this is, Pip. He’s missing. He’s not dead. And we will find him, wherever he is.

OK, I'm sorry. Let’s move on. Jamie went missing yesterday, Friday evening, but can
you talk me through what happened during the day?

Yes. I woke up around nine; my hours on a Friday are late, I don’t start till eleven.
Arthur was already at work — he commutes in — and Connor had already walked into school.
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But Jamie was still fast asleep, so I told him he was going to be late for work and he left the
house around twenty past nine, said he would grab breakfast from the café on the way. Then I
went to work. Arthur left work early, to get home in time for the memorial. He texted around
five that he was home. I left work soon after, stopping by the supermarket and got home
maybe six or six thirty. Did a quick turnaround and then the four of us left for the memorial.

What was Jamie wearing that evening? I can’t remember.

He was wearing jeans and his favourite shirt: it’s burgundy and collarless. Like the
Peaky Blinders, Jamie always says.

Shoes?

Oh, um, his trainers. White.

Brand?

Puma, I think.

Did you drive to the memorial?

Yes.

And was Jamie acting strangely before the memorial at all?

No, not really. He was quiet, but he was probably just thinking about Andie and Sal.
Everyone was being quiet, in fact. I think we had an almost silent car journey. And when
arrived at the pavilion, around seven, Connor went to find his friends, you guys. And Jamie
left too, said he was going to stand with Nat during the memorial. That was when I last saw
him.

I saw him after that. He did find Nat, he was with her and Naomi. And then after that he
came over to talk to Connor briefly. He seemed fine to me, both those times. And then during
the memorial, before Ravi’s dad spoke, Jamie walked past, knocked into me from behind. He
seemed distracted, maybe even nervous. I don’t know what he saw that made him want to
struggle through the crowd right in the middle of the ceremony. But it had to be something.

When was that?

Maybe ten past eight.

So now you’re the last person to see him.

I guess I am, for now. Do you know if Jamie had any plans for after the memorial?

No, I thought he’d go home. But today Connor told me that Jamie mentioned seeing Nat,
or something.

OK, I’ll get that from Connor first-hand. And where did you go after the memorial?

Arthur and I went out for dinner, to the pub. With some friends: the Lowes — Ant’s
parents — and the Davises and the Morgans, you know, Mrs Morgan and her husband. The
date had been in the diary for ages.

And when did you both get home?

Well, we actually came back separately. I was driving so I didn’t drink, but some of our
party who weren’t supposed to be drinking said they needed one after the memorial. I said I’d
drop the Lowes and the Morgans home, so they could drink. Of course, that meant the car
was full, but Arthur didn’t mind walking home; it isn’t far.

What time did you leave the pub? Was this the King’s Head?

Yes. I think we all left just before eleven. Everyone was tired and it felt wrong staying
out too late enjoying ourselves, after the memorial. The Lowes live in Prestwood, as you

know, but the Morgans are out in Beaconsfield and, as Arthur says, I’'m terrible for chatting,
so I didn’t get back until quarter past twelve at least. Connor and Arthur were there, in bed.



But no Jamie. I texted him before I went to sleep. Look, I’ll read out what I said. Going to
bed now, sweetie, will you be home soon? xx That was at 12:36. Look. It never delivered. It
hasn’t gone through.

Pip: It still hasn’t gone through?

Joanna: No. That’s bad isn’t it? His phone is still off and it must have already been off before
12:36 . . . or something, something bad . . .

Pip: Please don’t get upset, Joanna. OK, let’s stop there.
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Pip: Recording. You need to stop chewing your nails though, the mike’s picking it up.

Connor: Sorry.

Pip: So I wanted to focus on that comment you made earlier, that Jamie had been acting
strangely the last few weeks. Short-tempered and distant. Can you give me specific instances
and dates?

Connor: Yeah, I’ll try. It’s been the last couple of months, really, that Jamie’s mood has seemed
kind of erratic. He was fine, just normal Jamie, and then at the start of March he seemed
really miserable and quiet, would hardly talk to anyone. A ‘black cloud hanging over him’,
to use my mum’s words.

Pip: Your mum seems to think Jamie was upset when Nat da Silva got a new boyfriend, as
they’d been getting so close. Could that have explained Jamie’s mood then?

Connor: Yeah maybe, that probably matches up timewise. So he was like that a couple of weeks
and then, suddenly, he was OK again, smiling and joking, spending a lot of time on his
phone. We have a ‘no phones with Netflix’ rule, otherwise Mum just goes on Facebook and
we have to rewind when she misses stuff. But I noticed Jamie was always on his, and not just
on Reddit, it looked like he was typing, talking to someone.

Pip: And he seemed in a good mood during this period?

Connor: Yeah definitely. For like a week and a half, he was on really good form: chatty, smiley.

Pip:

Normal Jamie. And then it switched back again, just as suddenly. I know exactly which day
it was, because we all went to see the new Tomb Raider film, which was the 30th March.
Before we left, Jamie comes out of his room and says he’s not coming, and I could tell from
his voice he was trying not to cry. But my dad told him he had to because we’d already
bought the tickets. They got into a bit of a row about it, and in the end Jamie did come. I sat
next to him, could see him crying during the film. He didn’t think anyone could see, because
it was dark.

Do you know what made him so upset?
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No idea. He carried on like that for a few days, locking himself in his room, straight
after work. I asked him if he was OK one night, and he just said, ‘Yeah, fine,” though we
both knew he wasn’t. Jamie and me, we’ve always told each other everything. Everything.
Up until recently. I don’t know what happened to us.

And after those few days?

Well, then he kind of went back to normal. He seemed happy, not like happy happy, but
better than before. And on his phone the whole time. I just wanted us to be close again, to
play around like we always used to, so one day when he was typing away on his phone, a
few weeks ago, I ran past and grabbed it, saying, “‘Who’re you texting then?’ It’s just a joke,
he always does it to me. But Jamie didn’t take it like that. He snapped. Pushed me up against
the wall until I dropped the phone. I was never going to actually look at it, it was just a joke.
But when he had me up against the wall like that, it . . . it didn’t feel like my brother any
more. He said sorry afterwards, said something about privacy, but it was . . . you know, it felt
wrong. And I’ve heard him, up really late on the phone. In fact, almost every night the last
two weeks or so. And a couple of times over the last week or so, I’ve heard him sneak out of
his room once Mum and Dad have gone to bed. Don’t know where he goes. He did that last
week, on his birthday night. I heard him sneak out before midnight. I waited up, listening. He
came back in around two and when I mentioned it the next morning he said I must’ve been
hearing things. And I woke up randomly at three a.m. Monday night this week; I’m pretty
sure it was him sneaking back in that woke me.

I see.

But this is not normal Jamie. You know him, Pip, he’s usually so easy-going, calm. And
now his mood is suddenly up and down. Keeping secrets, sneaking out. Getting angry.
Something’s wrong, I just know it. My mum showed you the text, right? She sent it to Jamie
around half twelve last night and it’s still not delivered. His phone’s been off since before
then. Or broken.

Or out of battery?

No. It was on almost full-charge. I know because when we were in the car, I asked
Jamie the time and he showed me his screen. He was on eighty-eight percent or something.
It’s a newish phone, it wouldn’t die that quickly. And why would he turn it off when he was
out and about? Doesn’t make sense.

Yes, the text not delivering at that time certainly is significant.
What do you think it means?
I can’t speculate until I know more.

It means he’s in trouble, doesn’t it? You just don’t want to say. That someone’s hurt
him. Or taken him?

Connor, we don’t know anything yet. I’m not ruling anything out, but we can’t settle on
conclusions without any evidence, that’s not how this works. Let’s move on to yesterday.
Can you talk me through your day, your interactions with Jamie? Anything significant?

Um.

What?

Well, there was something.
Connor. . .7

You won’t tell my mum, will you?

Remember what you asked of me? This will go out to hundreds of thousands of people.
Your mum is going to hear it, so whatever it is, you need to tell me and then you need to tell
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Shit, yeah. It’s just . . . OK, so Jamie and my mum, they get on really well. They always
have done. I guess you might call him a mama’s boy; they just click. But Jamie and Dad
have a tricky relationship. Jamie’s said to me before that he thinks Dad hates him, that Dad’s
constantly disappointed by him. They don’t really talk anything through, they just let things
build up until they occasionally explode into big arguments. And then once that’s done and
the awkwardness has gone, they go back to normal and the cycle resets. Well . . . they had
one of their big arguments — yesterday.

When?

At, like, half five. Mum was at the supermarket. It ended before she got back, she
doesn’t know. I was listening from the stairs.

What was it about?

The usual things they fight about. Dad telling Jamie he needs to buck up his ideas and
sort his life out, that he and Mum won’t always be there to pick up the pieces. Jamie said that
he was trying, that Dad never notices when he’s trying because he presumes Jamie’s going to
fail anyway. I couldn’t hear the whole fight, but I remember Dad saying something like, ‘We
aren’t a bank, we are your parents.” I don’t know what that was about, I guess maybe Dad
brought up that he thinks Jamie should pay rent to still live here. Mum thinks that’s
ridiculous and will never allow it, but Dad’s always, going on about ‘How else will he
learn?’ The last thing they said to each other before Mum came back was . . .

What?
Dad said, “You’re a waste of space.” And Jamie said, ‘I know.’

Is this why everyone was quiet on the drive to the memorial? Your mum picked up on
that.

Yeah. Oh god, she’s gonna be so upset when I tell her.

You should tell her tonight, when I’m gone.

I guess.

So, back to that night. You arrive at the memorial, and you go off to find our friends,

and Jamie goes off to find Nat. But then Jamie did come up to you at one point. When Zach
and I were talking to my new neighbours, Jamie came and spoke to you.

Yeah.
What did he say then?

He apologized. Said sorry about the argument with Dad; he knows I hate it when they
fight. And then he told me that after the memorial, he was going to go to Nat da Silva’s
house for a bit; spend the evening with her. I think they thought it was only right, to be in the
company of someone else who knew Sal and Andie. He said he’d back home that night,
though. And as he walked off, the last thing he said to me was, ‘See you later.” I don’t think
he’d lie to my face like that, if he knew he wasn’t coming back. But Mum and I called Nat
this morning; Nat never saw Jamie after the memorial. She doesn’t know where he is.

And where did you go, after the memorial?

Well me and Zach didn’t fancy going to the calamity party with Ant and Lauren,
because they ignore everyone else anyway, so I went back to Zach’s new house and we . . .
we played Fortnite, so now the world knows that then. And later Zach dropped me home.

What time?

We left Zach’s just after half eleven, so I must have been back around twelve. I was



tired, went straight to bed, didn’t even brush my teeth. And Jamie never came back. I was
sleeping, went to bed with no second thought about Jamie. It’s so stupid, really, how you
take things like that for granted. I was stupid. I thought he’d come home. He was supposed to
come home. And now he’s .. ..



Eight
‘Photos?’

“Yes, recent photos of him,” Pip said, looking between the two of them, the
sounds of the large kitchen clock counting the silence. But the ticks felt far too
slow, as though she were somehow moving faster than time. A feeling she
hadn’t had in a while, one she missed. ‘I suppose you don’t have any photos of
him at the memorial, what he was wearing?’

‘No,’ Joanna said, unlocking her phone and flicking through. ‘But I did take
lots on Jamie’s birthday last Thursday.’

‘One where his face shows clearly?’

‘Here, have a look through.” Joanna passed her phone across the table.
“There’s several if you scroll left.’

Connor moved his chair closer, to look over Pip’s shoulder at the screen. The
first photo showed Jamie on his own, on the other side of this kitchen table. His
dark blonde hair was pushed to the side and he was grinning, an overly wide grin
that stretched into his rosy cheeks, as his chin glowed orange from the lit candles
on the caterpillar birthday cake below. In the next photo he was bent low over
the cake, cheeks puffed out to blow and the flames stretching away to escape
from him. Pip swiped. Now Jamie was looking down at the cake, a long grey
knife in his hand with a red plastic band between handle and blade. He was
sticking the point of the knife in the caterpillar’s neck, cracking the chocolate
outer shell. Next photo and the caterpillar’s head was detached, Jamie looking
up, smiling directly at the camera. Then the cake was gone, replaced by a present
in Jamie’s hands, the silver-spotted wrapping paper half ripped away.

‘Oh yeah,” Connor snorted, ‘Jamie’s face when he realized Dad bought him a
Fitbit for his birthday.’

It was true; Jamie’s smile did seem tighter, more strained here. Pip swiped
again but it was a video next that started to play as her thumb brushed against it.
Connor was in the frame now, the two brothers together, Jamie’s arm draped
across Connor’s shoulder. The frame was swaying slightly, rustling sounds of
breath behind it.

‘Smile boys,’ Joanna was saying, through the phone.

‘“We are,” Jamie mumbled, trying not to disturb his smile for the photo.

“What’s it doing?’ Joanna’s voice asked.

‘For goodness sake,” Connor said, ‘she’s accidentally taking a bloody video
again. Aren’t you?’

‘Oh Mum.’ Jamie laughed. ‘Again?’

‘I’m not,” Joanna’s voice insisted, ‘I didn’t press that, it’s this stupid phone.’



‘Always the phone’s fault, isn’t it?’

Jamie and Connor looked at each other, their laughs spiking into high-
pitched giggles as Joanna grew more insistent that she hadn’t pressed that.
Arthur’s voice saying, ‘Let me see, Jo.” Then Jamie tightened his arm around
Connor’s neck, bringing his little brother’s head down to his chest where he
messed up his hair with his other hand, Connor protesting through giggles. The
frame dropped and the video ended.

‘Sorry,” Pip said, noticing how Connor had tensed in his chair, and Joanna’s
eyes were so full she’d dropped them to the floor. ‘Can you please email me all
of these, Connor? And any other recent photos?’

He coughed. ‘Yep, will do.’

‘Alright.” Pip stood up, packing her laptop and microphones into her bag.

‘Are you going?’ asked Connor.

‘One last thing to do before I go,’ she said. ‘I need to search Jamie’s room. Is
that OK?’

“Yes. Yes, of course,” Joanna said, standing up. ‘Can we come too?’

‘Sure,” Pip said, waiting for Connor to open the door and lead them upstairs.
‘Have you already looked through it?’

‘Not really,” Joanna said, following them up the stairs, tensing as they all
heard Arthur cough in the living room. ‘I went in there earlier when we first
realized he was gone. I did a quick look to see if he’d slept here last night and
left early in the morning. But no, curtains were still open. Jamie’s not the sort of
person who opens his curtains in the morning or makes his bed.” They paused
outside the door of Jamie’s darkened bedroom, which was slightly ajar. ‘Jamie’s
a little untidy,’ she said tentatively. ‘It’s a bit messy in there.’

“That’s fine,” Pip said, nodding for Connor to go ahead. He pushed open the
door, the room full of dark shapes until Connor flicked on the light, and the
shapes became an unmade bed, a cluttered desk under the window, and an open
wardrobe disgorging clothes on to the floor, piles like islands against the sea-
blue carpet.

Untidy was one word for it.

‘Can,um...?”

“Yeah, do whatever you have to. Right, Mum?’ said Connor.

‘Right,” Joanna said quietly, staring around the place from which her son was
most missing.

Pip made a beeline for the desk, stepping over and between the small
mountains of T-shirts and boxers. She ran her finger over the lid of the closed
laptop in the middle of the desk, over the Iron Man sticker, peeling at the edges.
Gently, she pulled open the lid and clicked the on button.



‘Do either of you know Jamie’s password?’ she asked as the machine purred
into life, the blue Windows login screen jumping up.

Connor shrugged and Joanna shook her head.

Pip bent down to type password]1 into the input box.

Incorrect Password.

12345678

Incorrect Password.

“What was your first cat called?’ asked Pip. “That ginger one?’

‘PeterPan,’ said Connor. ‘All one word.’

Pip tried it. Incorrect.

She’d entered it wrong three times and now the password hint popped up
beneath. In it, Jamie had written: Get off my computer, Con.

Connor sniffed, reading it.

‘It’s really important we get in,” Pip said. ‘Right now this is our strongest
link to Jamie, and what he’s been up to.’

‘My maiden name?’ Joanna said. ‘“Try Murphy.’

Incorrect Password.

‘Football team?’ asked Pip.

‘Liverpool.’

Incorrect. Even with numbers replacing some vowels and trying one and two
at the end.

‘Can you keep trying?’ Joanna asked. ‘It won’t shut you out?’

‘No, there’s no limit on Windows. But guessing the exact password with
correct placement of numbers and capitals is going to be tricky.’

‘Can’t we get around it some other way?’ said Connor. ‘Like reset the
computer?’

‘If we reboot the system, we lose all the files. And most importantly, the
cookies and saved passwords on his browser, for his email and social media
accounts. Those are what we really need to get into. No chance you know the
password to the email account Jamie’s Windows is linked to?’

‘No, I’m sorry.” Joanna’s voice cracked. ‘I should know these things about
him. Why don’t I know these things? He needs me and I’'m no help to him.’

‘It’s OK.” Pip turned to her. “‘We’ll keep trying until we get in. Failing that, I
can try contact a computer expert who might be able to brute-force it.’

Joanna seemed to shrink again, hugging her own shoulders.

‘Joanna,’ said Pip, standing up, ‘why don’t you keep trying passwords while
I carry on searching? Try think of Jamie’s favourite places, favourite foods,
holidays you’ve been on. Anything like that. And try variations of each one,
lower case, capitals, replacing letters with numbers, a one or two at the end.’



‘OK.’ Her face seemed to brighten just a little, at having something to do.

Pip moved on, checking the two desk drawers either side. One just had pens
and a very old dried up glue-stick. The other, a pad of A4 paper and a faded
folder labelled Uni Work.

‘Anything?’ Connor asked.

She shook her head, dropping to her knees so she could reach the bin beneath
the desk, leaning across Joanna’s legs and pulling it out. ‘Help me with this,’ she
said to Connor, fishing out the contents of the bin one by one. An empty can of
deodorant. A crumpled receipt: Pip unfolded it and saw it was for a chicken
mayo sandwich on Tuesday 24th at 14:23 from the Co-op along the high street.
Beneath that was a packet of Monster Munch: pickled onion flavour. Sticking to
the grease on the outside of the packaging was a small slip of lined paper. Pip
unpeeled it and spread it open. Written on it in a blue ballpoint pen were the
words: Hillary F Weiseman left 11

She held it up to Connor. ‘Is this Jamie’s handwriting?’ Connor nodded.
‘Hillary Weiseman,’ Pip said. ‘Do you know her?’

‘No,” Connor and Joanna said at the same time. ‘Never heard that name,’
Joanna added.

“Well, Jamie must know her. Looks like this note was quite recent.’

“Yes,” Joanna said, “‘we have a cleaner, comes every fortnight. She’s coming
on Wednesday so everything in that bin is from the last ten, eleven days.’

‘Let’s look up this Hillary, she might know something about Jamie.’ Pip
pulled out her phone. On the screen was a text from Cara: Ready for stranger
things soon?? Shit. Pip quickly fired back: I’'m so sorry, I can’t tonight, I'm at
Connor’s house. Jamie’s gone missing. I’ll explain tomorrow. Sorry xxx. Pip
pressed send and tried to ignore the guilt, clicking on the browser and bringing
up 192.com to search the electoral register. She typed in Hillary Weiseman and
Little Kilton and searched.

‘Bingo,’ she said, when it came up. ‘We have a Hillary F. Weiseman who
lives in Little Kilton. Has been on the electoral roll here . . . oh . . . from 1974
until 2006. Hold on.’ Pip opened another tab, googled the name along with Little
Kilton and obituary. The first result from the Kilton Mail gave her the answer
she was looking for. ‘No, that can’t be the right Hillary. She died in 2006 aged
eighty-four. Must be someone else. I’ll look into that later.’

Pip spread the bit of paper out in her fingers and took a photo of it on her
phone.

“You think it’s a clue?’ Connor asked.

‘Everything’s a clue until we discount it,” she replied.

There was just one last thing left in the bin: an empty brown paper bag,



scrunched up into a ball.

‘Connor, without disturbing anything too much, can you search the pockets
in all of Jamie’s clothes?’

‘For what?’

‘Anything.” Pip crossed to the other side of the room. She stopped and
looked at the bed with its blue-patterned duvet, and her foot nudged into
something on the floor. It was a mug, the sugar encrusted remains of tea coating
the very bottom. But it wasn’t yet mouldy. The handle had broken off, lying a
few inches away. Pip picked them up to show Joanna.

‘Not just a bit untidy,” Joanna said, quiet affection in her voice. ‘Very
untidy.’

Pip placed the mug, handle inside, on the bedside table, where it had
probably been knocked from in the first place.

‘Just tissues and spare change,” Connor reported back to her.

‘No luck here,” Joanna said, typing away at the keyboard, the clack of the
enter key louder and more desperate each time she tried.

On the bedside table, now in addition to the broken mug, was a lamp, a
battered copy of Stephen King’s The Stand, and the cord of an iPhone charger.
There was one drawer below, before the table split into four rickety legs, and Pip
knew that it would probably be where Jamie kept his more private items. She
turned her back to block Connor and Joanna from seeing what she was doing,
just in case, and pulled the drawer open. She was surprised to find there were no
condoms, nor anything like that. There was Jamie’s passport, a set of tangled
white earphones, a tub of multivitamins ‘with added iron’, a bookmark shaped
like a giraffe and a watch. Pip’s attention was immediately drawn to the last
item, for one reason only: it couldn’t have belonged to Jamie.

The delicate leather straps were in a blush pink colour and the case was shiny
rose gold, with a cuff of metallic flowers climbing up the left side of the face.
Pip ran her finger over them, the petals spiking into her finger.

‘“What’s that?’ asked Connor.

‘A ladies’ watch.” She spun around. ‘Is this yours, Joanna? Or Zoe’s?’

Joanna came over to inspect the watch. ‘No, neither of ours. I’ve never seen
that before. Do you think Jamie bought it for someone?’

Pip could tell Joanna was thinking of Nat, but if ever there was a watch less
suited to Nat da Silva, it was this one. ‘No,” Pip said. ‘It’s not new, look —
there’s scratches along the case.’

“Well, whose watch is it, then? That Hillary’s?’ said Connor.

‘Don’t know,’ Pip said, placing the watch carefully back in the drawer. ‘It
could be significant, could mean nothing. We just have to see. I think we’re



done, for now.’ She straightened up.

‘OK, what next?’ Connor said, eyes falling restlessly on hers.

“That’s all we can do here for tonight,” Pip said, looking away from the
disappointment creasing Connor’s face. Had he really thought she was going to
solve this in just a few hours? ‘I want you two to keep trying to crack that login
password. Write down all the possibilities you’ve tried. Try Jamie’s nicknames,
favourite books, films, where he was born, anything you can think of. I’ll
research a list of typical password elements and combinations, and give that to
you tomorrow to help narrow it down.’

‘I will,” Joanna said. ‘I won’t stop.’

‘And keep checking your phone,” Pip said. ‘If that message ever delivers to
him, I want to know straight away.’

“What are you going to do?’ Connor asked.

‘I’'m going to write down all the info I have so far, do some editing and
recording, and draft the announcement for the website. Tomorrow morning,
everyone is going to know that Jamie Reynolds is missing.’

They both gave her quick, awkward hugs at the front door, Pip stepping out
into the night. She looked over her shoulder as she walked away. Joanna had
already gone, heading back to Jamie’s computer, no doubt. But Connor was still
there, watching her leave, looking like the scared little boy Pip once knew.
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I made a promise. To myself. To everyone. I said I would never do this again, never play the
detective, never again lose myself to the world of small-town secrets. It wasn’t me, not any more.
I would have stuck to it too; I know I would’ve. But something’s happened and now I have to
break that promise.

Someone has gone missing. Someone I know. Jamie Reynolds from Little Kilton. He’s the
older brother of one of my closest friends, Connor. As I record these words, on Saturday the
twenty-eighth of April at 11:27 p.m., Jamie has now been missing for twenty-seven hours. And
no one is doing anything about it. The police have classified Jamie as a low-risk misper and can’t
spare any manpower to look for him. They think he’s simply absent, not missing. And truthfully,
I hope they’re right. I hope this is nothing, that there is no case here. That Jamie has just left
home to stay with a friend, neglecting to message his family or return their calls. I hope he’s fine
... I hope he returns home in a couple of days, wondering what all the fuss is about. But there’s
no place for hope, not here, and if no one else will look for him, then I have to.

So, here it is: Welcome to season two of A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder — The
Disappearance of Jamie Reynolds.
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Ihitial thoughts:

® _ Jamie’s behaviour in the last several weeks seems significant: the mood changes, sneaking out late

twice in the last week. But what has he been up to? It all seems connected in some way to his phone?

® _ Not appropriate to record this thought for podcast, but is it suspicious that Arthur Reynolds won’t
partake in the investigation? Or is this understandable given Jamie’s history of disappearing without
contact? They have a tense relationship and had a big argument just before the memorial. Could this

simply be a repeating pattern: argument with dad — run away without contact for a few days.

® _ But Connor and Joanna are convinced Jamie has NOT run off. They also don’t believe Jamie

would attempt to hurt himself, despite recent mood swings.

® _ Joanna’s undelivered text to Jamie at 12:36 a.m. is a key piece of evidence. This means Jamie’s
phone has been off since at least that time and has never been turned back on. This itself casts serious
doubt on the ‘ran away’ theory: Jamie would need his phone if he were contacting a friend to stay
with or getting public transport. So, if something has happened to Jamie, if he’s come to harm in any

way, it must have happened by 12:36 a.m.

® _ Reynolds family movements post-memorial:

© — Arthur walked home alone from pub, got in around 11:15 p.m. (my estimate)
© —Joanna drove home, got in at 12:15 a.m. at the earliest

© — Connor was dropped home by Zach Chen at approximately 12:00 a.m.

To-Do List:

® Announce 2" season on website/social media



Make missing posters

Get a notice printed in tomorrow’s Kilton Mail
Interview Nat da Silva

Research Hillary F. Weiseman

Record description of Jamie’s bedroom search

Have The Conversation with Mum and Dad
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MISSING

Waiting for photo
from Connor

JAMIE REYNOLDS

Age: 24 Height: 59  Weight: 180 Ibs
Short dark blonde hair, blue eyes.



Wearing a collarless burgundy shirt, jeans and white
Puma trainers.

Last seen on Friday 27" April around 8:00 p.m. at the
memorial on Little Kilton Common.
URGENT APPEAL: If you have seen Jamie since the
memorial or have any information as to his whereabouts,
please call 07700900382 or email
AGGGTMpodcast@gmail.com
Please send all photos and videos taken at the memorial
on Friday to the above email address, to assist the
investigation.



Nine

Pip waited on the high street, the sun a pale and lazy yellow. Birds dawdled
in the morning sky; even passing cars sounded half-asleep, their tires shushing
against the road. There was no urgency in any of it. None. No trace that anything
was wrong or amiss. Everything too quiet, too subdued, until Ravi turned the
corner from Gravelly Way, waving and jogging over to her.

He hugged her and Pip tucked her nose in under his chin. His neck was
always warm, even when it had no business being so.

“You look pale,” Ravi said, pulling back. ‘Did you manage to get any sleep
last night?’

‘Some,’ she said. And though she must have been tired, she didn’t feel it at
all. In fact, she felt sharp for the first time in months, aligned inside her own
skin. Head thrumming in that way she’d been missing. What was wrong with
her? Her stomach tightened uncomfortably. ‘But every hour that passes makes it
statistically less likely Jamie will ever be found. The first seventy-two hours are
crucial -’

‘Hey, listen to me.’ Ravi tilted her chin so she looked up at him. “You have
to take care of yourself too. You can’t think properly without sleep, and you’re
no good to Jamie like that. Have you had breakfast?’

‘Coffee.’

‘Food?’

‘No.” There was no point lying to him, he could always tell.

‘Right, well, I thought that would be the case,’ he said, pulling something out
of his back pocket. A Coco Pops cereal bar that he pushed into her hand. ‘Eat
that please, madam. Now.’

Pip shot him a look of surrender and unpeeled the crackling wrapper.

‘Breakfast of kings, that is,” said Ravi. ‘Nice and softened by my arse-heat.’

‘Mmm, delicious,’ Pip said, taking a bite.

‘So what’s the plan?’

‘Connor will be here soon,’ she said, between bites. ‘And Cara. You three
will head out with the missing posters, and I’'m going to the Kilton Mail office.
Hopefully someone is in.’

‘How many posters did you print?’ he asked.

“Two hundred and fifty. Took forever, and Dad’s gonna be pissed when he
sees [ used up all the ink.’

Ravi sighed. ‘I could have helped you with those. You don’t have to do
everything yourself, remember. We’re a team.’

‘Il know. And I trust you with everything, except making the poster.



Remember that email you almost sent to a law firm with the line “I appreciate
that you are very busty” instead of busy?’

He smirked despite himself. ‘Well, that’s what I have a girlfriend for.’

‘For proofreading?’

“Yep, just that, nothing else.’

Connor arrived a few minutes later, his hurried footsteps slapping against the
pavement, cheeks redder than normal. ‘Sorry,” he said. “Was helping Mum call
the hospitals again. Nothing . . . Hi, Ravi.’

‘Hey,” Ravi said, clapping one hand on Connor’s shoulder, leaving it there
for a few seconds as a look of silent understanding passed between them. ‘We’ll
find him,” he said gently, indicating Pip with his head. “This one’s too stubborn
not to.’

Connor attempted a smile.

‘Right, these are for you.” Pip pulled out the thick stack of missing posters,
split them in half and handed them over. ‘The ones in plastic sleeves are for shop
windows and outside. Ones without are for posting through doors. Make sure
you get them up all over the high street, and the roads down by the common.
And all your neighbours, Connor. Did you bring the stapler?’

“Yep, got two and some tape,’ he said.

‘Good. We should get going.” She nodded and left them there, pulling out
her phone to check. The thirty-seven-hour mark had just ticked by, without any
warning or fanfare. Time was creeping away from her and Pip picked up her
pace to catch it.

Someone was there; a hunched shape and a rattling of keys outside the small
Kilton Mail office. Pip recognized her as one of the women who volunteered at
the town paper.

The woman was unaware she was being watched as she shuffled the bunch
of keys and tried another.

‘Hi,” Pip said loudly, making the woman jump, as she’d suspected it might.

‘Oh.” The woman'’s yelp became a nervous laugh. ‘Oh, it’s you. Can I help
you with something?’

‘Is Stanley Forbes in?’ asked Pip.

‘He should be.” Finally, she located the correct key and slid it into the lock.
‘“We’ve got the write-up of the memorial to sort out before we print today, so he
asked me to come in and help.’ She opened the door. ‘After you,’ she said, and
Pip stepped over the threshold into the small front room.

‘I’'m Pip,’ she said, following the woman as they passed two tired sofas,
heading for the back office.

“Yes, I know who you are,” the woman said, shrugging off her jacket. And



then, in a slightly less frosty tone: ‘I’m Mary, Mary Scythe.’

‘Pleased to meet you, again,’ she said, which wasn’t exactly true. She figured
Mary was one of those people who blamed Pip for all that trouble last year in
their nice, quaint town.

Mary pushed the door, revealing a small, square room, four computer desks
lining its walls, as tight and claustrophobic as Pip remembered it. Guess that’s
what you got for a tiny town newspaper that ran mostly on donations from the
family living in that manor house up Beechwood Bottom.

Stanley Forbes was sitting at the desk against the far wall, his back to them,
his dark brown hair in unkempt clumps, presumably from where his fingers had
tunnelled through. He paid them no attention, leaning towards his desktop screen
which, judging by the swathes of white and dark blue, was on Facebook.

‘Hi, Stanley,’ Pip said softly.

He didn’t turn. In fact, he hadn’t moved at all, still scrolling down the page
on his computer. He hadn’t heard her.

‘Stanley?’ she tried again. Nothing, not even a flinch. He wasn’t wearing
headphones, was he? She couldn’t see any.

‘Honestly,” Mary scoffed, ‘he does this all the time. Has the most selective
hearing I’ve ever come across. Tunes the whole world out. Oi Stan!” She barked
that last part, and finally Stanley looked up, spinning his chair to face them.

‘Oh sorry, were you talking to me?’ he said, his green-brown eyes jumping
from Mary to settle on Pip.

‘No one else in the room,” Mary said irritably, dropping her handbag against
the desk furthest from Stanley’s.

‘Hi,” Pip said again, walking over to him, crossing the distance in just four
large steps.

‘H-hello,” Stanley said, getting to his feet. He held out his hand, apparently
to shake hers, but then evidently changed his mind and drew it back — then
changed it again with an embarrassed laugh and re-extended the hand. He
probably didn’t know the appropriate way to greet her, given their fraught
history, and her being eighteen while he was at least late twenties.

Pip shook the hand just to make him to stop.

‘Sorry,” Stanley said, replacing the awkward hand by his side.

It wasn’t just the Singhs he’d apologized to; Pip had also received a letter
from Stanley a few months ago. In it he’d apologized for the way he’d talked
down to her, and for Becca Bell taking Pip’s number out of his phone and using
it to threaten Pip. He hadn’t known at the time, but he was still sorry. Pip
wondered how sincere he really was.

‘What can I . . .” Stanley began. “What do you —’



‘I know the memorial will probably take up a lot of room in tomorrow’s
paper. But could you make space, for this?’ Pip dropped her rucksack so she
could take out the reserved missing poster. She handed it over, watching Stanley
read, his eyes furrowed and a hollow burrowing into his cheek as he chewed it
from the inside.

‘Missing, is he?’ He looked down again. ‘Jamie Reynolds.’

‘Know him?’

‘Don’t think so,” Stanley said. ‘Might recognize the face. Is he from Kilton?’

“Yep. Family live on Cedar Way. Jamie went to Kilton Grammar, with
Andie and Sal.’

‘Missing since when?’ he asked.

‘It says there.” Pip’s voice rose impatiently. Mary’s chair creaked as she
leaned closer to listen in. ‘Last seen around eight o’clock at the memorial, until I
learn more about his movements. I saw you taking photos, could you email those
to me?’

‘Er, yes, OK. Police?’ asked Stanley.

‘A missing person report has been filed,” she replied. ‘Police response is
non-existent right now. So, it’s just me. That’s why I need your help.” She
smiled, pretending like she didn’t resent having to ask.

‘Missing since the memorial?’ Stanley thought aloud. ‘That’s only, like, a
day and a half, right?’

“Thirty-seven and a half hours,’ she said.

“That’s not very long, is it?” He lowered the page.

‘Missing is missing,” she countered. ‘And the first seventy-two hours are
critical, especially if you suspect foul play.’

‘Do you?’

“Yes,” she said. ‘The family do too. So, will you help? Can you print that
notice tomorrow?’

Stanley looked up for a moment, eyes spooling as he considered it. ‘Suppose
I can move the article about the potholes until next week.’

‘Is that a yes?’ she said.

“Yes, I’'ll make sure it goes in.” He nodded, tapping the poster. ‘“Though I'm
sure he’ll turn up OK.’

“Thank you, Stanley.” She returned his polite smile. ‘I really appreciate that.’
She pivoted on the heel of her trainers to leave, but Stanley’s voice stopped her
as she reached the door.

‘Mysteries always seem to find their way to you, don’t they?’



Ten

The doorbell was shrill, splitting your ears the same way as a scream. Pip
withdrew her finger, restoring quiet to the white-bricked terraced house. She
hoped this was the right house, this was the one they’d told her: number thirteen
Beacon Close, dark red door.

An aggressively white BMW sports car sat in the drive, throwing the
morning sun back into Pip’s eyes, blinding her.

She was about to ring the bell again, when she heard a sliding bolt. The door
swung inwards and a man appeared in the gap, screwing his eyes against the
brightness outside. This must have been the new boyfriend, then. He was
wearing a crisp white jumper — black Adidas track marks up the arms — and a
pair of dark basketball shorts.

“Yeah?’ he said gruffly, voice crackling like he’d not long been awake.

‘Hello,” Pip said brightly. The man had a tattoo across the front of his neck,
the grey ink stark against his white skin in symmetrical repeating shapes that
looked a little like scales. A flock of birds emerged from the pattern, flying up
the side of his face and into his brown close-shaved hair. Pip returned her gaze to
his eyes. ‘Um, is Nat da Silva in? I just asked at her parents’ house and her mum
said she’d probably be here.’

“Yeah she’s in,” he sniffed. ‘You a friend of hers?’

“Yes,” Pip said, which was a lie, but it was easier to say than: No she still
hates me even though I keep trying to make her not hate me. ‘I’m Pip . . . Fitz-
Amobi. Can I come in? I need to talk to her about something quite urgent.’

“Yeah, I guess. It’s kinda early,’ he said, stepping back and gesturing for her
to follow. ‘I’'m Luke. Eaton.’

‘Nice to meet you.’ Pip closed the front door and followed Luke around the
bend in the corridor, into the kitchen at the back.

‘Nat, friend of yours,” Luke said as they entered.

The room was square, kitchen counters in an L-shape on one side, the other
filled with a large wooden table. On one end of the table was what looked like a
stack of money, the pile weighted down by BMW car keys. And on the other end
sat Nat da Silva, a bowl of cereal in front of her. She was wearing what must
have been one of Luke’s jumpers, her dyed white hair brushed to one side.

She dropped her cereal-loaded spoon and it clattered noisily against the
bowl.

‘“What do you want?’ she said.

‘Hi Nat.” Pip stood there awkwardly, trapped halfway between Luke in the
doorway and Nat at the table.




“You already said what you wanted to say to me at the memorial,” Nat said
dismissively, picking the spoon back up.

‘Oh, no, this isn’t about the trial.” Pip chanced one step towards Nat.

“What trial?’ Luke said behind her.

‘Nothing,” Nat responded, the word spoken over her mouthful. “What is it,
then?’

‘It’s Jamie Reynolds,” Pip said. A breeze came through the open window,
fluttering the lace curtain and rustling a couple of brown paper bags on the
counter. Probably takeaway bags. ‘Jamie’s missing,’ she added.

Nat’s eyebrows lowered, darkening her blue eyes. ‘Missing? His mum called
me yesterday, asking if I’d seen him. He still hasn’t turned up?’

‘No, and they’re really worried. They filed a missing person report
yesterday, but the police aren’t doing anything about it.’

‘My brother, you mean?’

Pip had walked right into that one.

‘Well, no, I spoke to the Detective Inspector. He says there’s nothing they
can do. So the Reynoldses asked if I would investigate.’

‘For your podcast?’ Nat said that last word full of spite, hardening the
consonants, sharpening them to a point.

‘Well, yes.’

Nat swallowed another bite of cereal. ‘How opportunistic of you.’

Luke sniggered behind her.

“They asked me to,” Pip said quietly. ‘I’'m guessing you won’t want to do a
recorded interview.’

‘Perceptive too,” she said, milk dripping on to the table as another spoonful
hovered between her and the bowl.

‘Jamie told his brother he was going to your house — your parents’ house —
after the memorial, to spend the evening with you.’

‘He was supposed to. He never showed up.’ Nat sniffed, glancing quickly up
at Luke. ‘Never texted to say he wasn’t coming. I waited. Tried calling him.’

‘So, the last contact you had with Jamie was at the memorial, in person?’

“Yes.” Nat crunched another mouthful. ‘Until just after Andie’s friends
spoke, when I noticed Jamie staring into the crowd on the other side, trying to
see something. I asked him what was up, and he said, “I’ve just seen someone.”’

‘And?’ Pip said when Nat paused for too long.

“Then he left, presumably to go talk to whoever it was,’ she said.

That’s when Pip had last seen him too. Jostling her as he made his way to the
other side of the crowd, a strange intensity on his face. But who was he moving
towards?



‘Do you have any idea who the “someone” is that he spotted?’

‘No,” Nat said, stretching her neck out with an audible crack. ‘Can’t be
somebody I know or he would’ve said their name. He’s probably with whoever
that someone is. He’ll come home. Jamie’s like that, very all or nothing.’

‘His family are convinced something has happened to him,’ Pip said, her legs
starting to prickle from standing still too long. ‘That’s why I need to work out
his movements during and after the memorial. Find out who he interacted with
on Friday night. Do you know anything that might help?’

She heard an intake of breath behind her, from Luke, before he spoke. ‘Nat’s
right, Jamie’s probably just staying with a friend. I'm sure this is a load of
trouble over nothing.’

‘Do you know Jamie?’ Pip half-turned to look at him.

‘Nah, not really, only through Nat. They’re good friends. If she says he’s
OK, then he’s probably OK.’

‘Well, I =’ Nat started.

“Were you at the memorial?’ Pip asked Luke. ‘Did you see —’

‘Nah, wasn’t there.” Luke clicked his tongue. ‘Never knew either of those
kids. So no, didn’t see Jamie. Didn’t actually leave the house at all on Friday.’

Pip nodded at him, then twisted back to the kitchen table. As she did, she
caught just the tail-end of the expression on Nat’s face. She was looking up at
Luke, hand frozen mid-air on its way back to the spoon, mouth slightly open like
she’d started to speak but had forgotten how. Then her eyes flicked to Pip and
the face immediately dropped out, so fast Pip wasn’t sure she’d really seen it at
all, nor what it might mean.

‘So,” Pip said, watching Nat more closely now, ‘was Jamie acting strangely
that night, or in recent weeks?’

‘Don’t think so,’ said Nat. ‘I haven’t heard from him much lately.’

‘Have you been texting? Late-night phone calls?’ asked Pip.

‘Well, not . . .” Nat suddenly abandoned her cereal, sitting back in the chair
with her arms crossed. “What is this?’ she said, her voice jagged with anger.
‘Are you interrogating me? I thought I was just telling you when I last saw
Jamie, but now it’s sounding like you suspect me of something. Like last time.’

‘No, I’'m not -’

‘Well you were wrong back then, weren’t you? Should learn from your
mistakes.” Nat pushed her chair back and it screeched on the tiles, cutting right
through Pip. ‘Who made you the vigilante of this crappy town, anyway?
Everyone else might be happy to play along, but I’'m not.” She shook her head
and dropped her pale blue eyes. ‘You’re leaving now.’

‘I’'m sorry, Nat,” Pip said. There was nothing else she could say; anything



she tried only made Nat hate her more. And there was only one person to blame
for that. But Pip wasn’t that person any more, was she? That yawning feeling
opened up in her gut again.

Luke led Pip back down the hallway and opened the front door.

“You lied to me,” he said as Pip passed, a faint hint of amusement in his
voice. ‘Said you were friends.’

She screwed her eyes against the glare from Luke’s car, turned back and
shrugged.

“Thought I was good at spotting liars.” His grip tightened around the edge of
the door. ‘Leave us out of it, whatever it is you’re up to. You hear?’

‘I hear.’

Luke smiled at something and closed the door with a sharp click.

Walking away from the house, Pip pulled out her phone to check the time.
10:41 a.m. Thirty-eight and a half hours missing. Her home screen was piling up
with notifications from Twitter and Instagram, more coming in as she watched.
The scheduled post on her website and social media had gone out at half ten,
announcing the second season of the podcast. So now everyone knew about
Jamie Reynolds. There really was no going back.

A few emails had come in too. Another company inquiring about
sponsorship. One from Stanley Forbes with twenty-two attachments, the subject
reading: memorial pictures. And one from two minutes ago: Gail Yardley, who
lived down Pip’s road.

Hello Pippa, it read. I’ve just seen the missing posters around town. I don’t
remember seeing Jamie Reynolds that evening, but I’ve had a quick look through
my photographs from the memorial, and I’ve found him. You might want to take
a look at this photo.
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It’s unmistakably Jamie, standing there in Gail Yardley’s photo. The metadata tells me the photo is
time-stamped from 8:26 p.m., so here Jamie is, undisappeared, ten minutes after I last saw him.

Jamie is almost facing the camera, and that itself is the strangest thing about the photograph. Everyone
else, every single other face and every other pair of eyes are all turned up, looking at the exact same thing:
the lanterns for Andie and Sal, hovering just over the roof of the pavilion during this sliver of time.

But Jamie is looking the wrong way.

His pale, freckled face is in the near darkness, at a slight angle to Gail’s camera, looking at something
behind her. Or someone. Probably the same someone he’d told Nat da Silva about.

And his face — there’s something there I can’t quite read. He doesn’t look scared, per se. But it’s
something not far off. Concerned? Worried? Nervous? His mouth is hanging open, eyes wide with one
eyebrow slightly angled up, like he could be confused about something. But who or what caused this



reaction? Jamie told Nat he’d spotted someone, but why was it urgent enough to fight through the crowd
during the middle of the memorial? And why is he standing here, presumably staring at that someone
instead of joining them? There’s something strange about this.

I’ve flicked through Stanley Forbes’ photos. Jamie isn’t in any of them, but I cross-referenced them
against Gail’s photograph, trying to find her in the crowd to see if I can work out who Jamie is looking at,
or at least narrow it down. Stanley has just one photo pointing that way, time-stamped before the memorial
began. I can see the Yardleys standing there, a few rows from the front on the left. I’ve zoomed right in on
the faces behind, but the photo was taken from quite a distance and it’s not very clear. From the black
police uniforms and shiny peaked hats, I can tell Daniel da Silva and Soraya Bouzidi are standing next to
the Yardleys. That dark green jacket blur beside them must be DI Richard Hawkins. I think I recognize a
few of the pixelated faces behind as people from my year at school, but it’s impossible to tell who Jamie
might have been looking at. Plus, this photo was taken an hour before the Jamie photo; the crowd might
have shifted in that time.

® _ Record these observations later for episode 1.

The photo — coupled with Nat’s evidence — has certainly opened up a lead to focus the investigation
on. Who is the “someone” Jamie went to find in the crowd? They might know something about where
Jamie went that night. Or what happened to him.

Other Observations

® Jamie must have been distracted by something or someone that night because he doesn’t go to Nat’s
house as planned, or even text her to say he isn’t coming. Is what we see in this photo the very start

of that distraction?

® Jamie’s recent late-night phone calls and constant texting haven’t been with Nat da Silva, unless she

just didn’t want to say so in front of Luke (he is quite intimidating).

® That expression on Nat’s face when Luke said he hadn’t left the house at all on Friday. Might be
nothing. Might be a ‘couple’ thing between them that I don’t understand. But her reaction seemed
significant to me. Most likely nothing to do with Jamie, but I should note down everything. (Not to

mention in podcast — Nat hates me enough already.)



Eleven

The bell above the café door jangled, clattering around in her head long after
it should. An unwelcome echo that cut through all other thoughts, but she
couldn’t go work at home, so the café had to do. Her parents must have seen the
posters up around town by now. If Pip went home, she’d have to have The
Conversation and there wasn’t time for that now. Or she just wasn’t ready.

More emails had come in with attached photos from the memorial, and the
notifications on her announcements had reached into the many thousands now.
Pip had just muted them, now that the trolls had found them. I killed Jamie
Reynolds, said one of the grey blank profile pictures. Another: Who will look for
you when you’re the one who disappears?

The bell sounded again, but this time it was accompanied by Cara’s voice.

‘Hey,’ she said, pulling out the chair opposite Pip. ‘Ravi said you were in
here. Just saw him as I finished up Chalk Road.’

“You out of posters?’ asked Pip.

“Yeah. But that’s not why I need to talk to you.” Cara’s voice lowered
conspiratorially.

‘“What’s up?’ Pip whispered, following suit.

‘So, as I was putting up the posters, looking at Jamie’s face, reading what he
was wearing, I . . . I dunno.’ Cara leaned forward. ‘I know I was really drunk
and don’t remember much of the night, but I keep getting this feeling that . . .
well, I think I saw Jamie there that night.’

“What are you talking about?’ Pip hissed. ‘At the calamity party?’

Cara nodded, leaning so far forward that she could no longer be actually
sitting. ‘I mean, I don’t have a clear memory of it. It’s more like a déja vu thing.
But picturing him in that outfit, I swear he walked by me at the party. I was
drunk, so maybe I didn’t think anything of it at the time, or maybe I didn’t
realize but — hey, don’t look at me like that! I’m sure that maybe I maybe saw
him there.’

‘Sure that maybe you maybe you saw him there?’ Pip repeated.

‘OK, I’'m obviously not sure.” She frowned. ‘But I think he was.’ She finally
sat back, widening her eyes at Pip, inviting her to speak.

Pip closed the lid of her laptop. ‘Well, OK, let’s say you did see Jamie there.
What the hell would Jamie be doing at a party full of eighteen-year olds? He’s
twenty-four and probably the only people he knows our age are us, Connor’s
friends.’

‘Dunno.’

“Was he speaking to anyone?’ Pip asked.



‘I don’t know,” Cara said, fingers going to her temples. ‘I think I only
remember him walking past me at some point.’

‘But if he was there . . .” Pip began, trailing off as her thoughts lost their
shape.

‘It’s really strange,” Cara finished for her.

‘Really strange.’

Cara paused to take a sip of Pip’s coffee. ‘So, what do we do about it?’

‘Well, fortunately there are lots of other witnesses from the party who might
be able to corroborate what you think you saw. And if it’s true, then I guess we
know where Jamie went after the memorial.’

Pip texted Ant and Lauren first, asking if they’d seen Jamie at the party.
Ant’s reply came in after two minutes. They were clearly together as he
answered for both of them:

Nah we didn’t, weren’t there for long though. Why would Jamie have been
there? X

‘Ant and Lauren not noticing something other than each other, how unlike
them,’ Cara said sarcastically.

Pip texted back: You have Stephen Thompson’s number, right? Can I have it
please. Urgent. No Kkiss.

The party had been at Stephen’s house, and even though Pip still very much
disliked him — from when she’d gone undercover at a calamity party last year to
find information on the drug dealer Howie Bowers, and Stephen had forcibly
tried to kiss her — she had to set that dislike aside for now.

When Ant finally sent Stephen’s number through, Pip downed the rest of her
coffee and called him, throwing a quick shush sign Cara’s way. Cara pulled her
fingers across her lips, zipping them shut but sliding closer to listen in.

Stephen picked up on the fourth ring, a confused sounding ‘Hello?’

‘Hi, Stephen,’ Pip said. ‘It’s Pip. Fitz-Amobi.’

‘Oh hey,’ Stephen said, his tone changing. Softer and deeper.

Pip rolled her eyes at Cara.

“What can I do for you?’ he asked.

‘I don’t know if you’ve seen any of the posters around town —’

‘Oh, my mum actually just mentioned seeing those. Complained about them
being “unsightly”.” He made a sound Pip could only describe as a guffaw. ‘They
something to do with you?’

“Yeah,” she said, in as bright a voice as she could muster. ‘So you know
Connor Reynolds in our year? Well, his older brother, Jamie, went missing on
Friday night and everyone’s really worried.’

‘Shit,” Stephen said.



“You hosted a calamity party at your house on Friday night, didn’t you?’

‘“Were you here?’ Stephen asked.

‘Unfortunately not,” Pip said. Well, she’d been to the outside, to pick up a
drunken, sobbing Cara. ‘But there are rumours that Jamie Reynolds was at the
party, and I wondered if you remembered seeing him there? Or heard anyone
else say they did?’

‘Are you doing, like, a new investigate-y thing?’ he asked.

She ignored the question. ‘Jamie’s twenty-four, he’s about five nine, has
dark blonde almost-brown hair and blue eyes. He was —’

“Yeah,” Stephen cut her off. ‘Think I might have seen him there. I remember
walking past some guy I didn’t know in the living room. He looked a bit older, I
presumed he was with one of the girls. Wearing a shirt, a dark red shirt.’

“Yes.” Pip sat up straighter, nodding at Cara. ‘That sounds like Jamie. I'm
sending a photo to your phone now, can you confirm that’s who you saw?’ Pip
lowered her phone to find Jamie’s photo, the one from the poster, and sent it to
Stephen.

“That’s him.” Stephen’s voice was a little distant through the speaker as he
held his phone up to look at the screen.

‘Do you remember what time you saw him?’

‘Ah, not really,” he said. ‘I think it was early on, maybe nine, ten-ish, but I'm
not sure. Only saw him that one time.’

“What was he doing?’ asked Pip. “Was he talking to anyone? Drinking?’

‘No, didn’t see him talking to anyone. Don’t think he had a drink in his hand
either. Think he was just standing there, watching. Kinda creepy when you think
about it.’

Pip felt like reminding Stephen that he was one to talk about creepy. But she
held her tongue. “What time did people turn up to your house? The memorial
finished around half eight, did most people go straight to yours?’

“Yeah. I live, like, less than ten minutes away, so most people walked
straight from the common. So, you said you’re, like, investigating again, right?
Is this to go on your podcast? Because,” Stephen lowered his voice to a whisper,
‘well, my mum doesn’t know I had a party; she was away on a spa weekend. 1
blamed the smashed vases and drink stains on our dog. And the party got shut
down by the police at, like, one; a neighbour must have called in a noise
complaint. But I don’t want my mum to find out about the party, so could you
not —’

“Which police officer came to shut it down?’ Pip interrupted.

‘Oh, that da Silva guy. Just told everyone to go home. So, you won’t mention
the party, right? On your podcast?’



‘Oh, right, sure,” Pip lied. Of course she was going to mention it, even better
if it got Stephen ‘Gropey’ Thompson in trouble. She thanked him and hung up.
“You were right,’ she told Cara, dropping the phone.

‘I was? Jamie was there? I helped?’

‘He was and you did.” Pip smiled at her. “Well, we have two eyewitness
accounts, neither with an exact time, but I think we can be fairly certain Jamie
went there after the memorial. Now I need to try find photographic evidence,
narrow down the timeframe. What’s the best way to get a message to everyone
who was at the calamity?’

‘Message everyone in that school year group on Facebook?’ Cara shrugged.

‘Good idea.” Pip re-awakened her laptop. ‘I should tell Connor first. What
the hell was Jamie doing there?’ Her computer burred into life and Jamie’s face
popped up onscreen from the missing poster document, his pale eyes staring
right out into hers, holding her there as a cold shiver crept down the back of her
neck. She knew him; this was Jamie. Jamie. But how well did you ever know
anyone? She watched his eyes, trying to unpick the secrets that lay behind them.
Where are you? She asked him silently, face to face.



Hi everyone,

As you might have seen from posters up in town, Jamie Reynolds (Connor’s
older brother) went missing on Friday night after the memorial. I have recently
learned that Jamie was seen at the calamity party at Stephen Thompson’s house
on Highmoor. I am making an urgent appeal for anyone who was there to please
send me all photos and videos you took while at the party (I promise that none of
these will make their way to parents / police at any time). This includes Snapchat
/ Instagram stories if you have those saved. Please send those in ASAP to the
email address listed above. I am posting Jamie’s photo below. If anyone
remembers seeing him at the party or has any information at all on his
whereabouts or movements Friday night, please get in contact with me via email
or my phone number above.

Thank you,

Pip
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Pip: George, George, I’ve just pressed record. I’ll get you to sign a form at school tomorrow,
but for now can I ask whether you consent to your voice being used in a published podcast.

George: Yes, that’s fine.

Pip: OK, I’ve moved to the back of the café, can you hear me better now?

George: Yep, much better.

Pip: OK. So, you saw my message on Facebook. Let’s go back over what you started to tell
me. Can you go back to the beginning?

George: Yeah so I saw him —

Pip: Sorry, a bit before that too. So, on Friday night, you were where?

George: Oh, right. On Friday, after the memorial, I went to the calamity party at Stephen
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Thompson’s house. I wasn’t drinking much because we’ve got a big football match next
week, Ant’s probably told you that. So, I remember the whole night. And I saw him, I saw
that Jamie Reynolds in the living room. He was standing against one of the walls, not talking
to anyone. I remember thinking to myself, I didn’t know him and, y’know, it’s normally the
same crowd from school who goes to calamities, so he stuck out to me. I didn’t talk to him,
though.

OK. Now let’s go back to when you saw him next.

Right. So, a little while later, I went out the front to have a cigarette. There were only a
few people out front, Jas and Katie M were talking because Katie was crying about
something. And Jamie Reynolds was out there too. I remember it very clearly. He was pacing
up and down the pavement in front of the house and talking to someone on the phone.

Can you describe his demeanour while he was on the phone?

Yeah, well, he looked kind of . . . agitated. Like angry, but not quite. Maybe scared? His
voice was kinda shaky.

And could you hear anything he was saying?

Only a little bit. As I was lighting up, I remember hearing him say: “No, I can’t do that.”
Or words to that effect. And he repeated that a couple of times, like: “I can’t do that, I can’t.”
And by this time, he’d sort of caught my attention, so I was listening in while pretending to
look through my phone. After a while, Jamie started shaking his head, saying something like:
“I know I said anything, but . . .” and sort of trailed off.

Did he notice you were there? That you were listening?

Don’t think so. I don’t think he was aware of anything other than what was going on at
the other end of the phone. He was sort of plugging his other ear so he could hear them
better. He went quiet for a bit, like he was listening, still pacing. And he said: “I could call
the police,” or something like that. I definitely remember him mentioning the police.

Did he say it in a confrontational way, or like he was offering to help?

I don’t know, it was hard to tell which. So then he was quiet for a while, listening again,
seemed to grow more jittery. I remember him saying something about a child.

A child? Whose child?

Don’t know, I just heard the word. And then Jamie looked up and we accidentally made
eye contact and he must have realized I was listening in. So then, still on the phone, he
started walking away from the house, down the street, and the last thing I heard him say was
something like: “I don’t think I can do it.”

Which direction was he going?

Pretty sure he went right, heading towards the high street.

And you didn’t see him come back to the house at all?

No. I was out there for, like, another five minutes. He was gone.

And do you have any idea what time any of this happened?

I know exactly when this was, because right after Jamie left, like thirty seconds after, I
texted this girl from Chesham High I’ve been talking to. Sent her this meme of SpongeBob . .

. you know what, that’s irrelevant, but my phone says I sent that at 10:32 p.m. and it was
literally right after Jamie walked away.

10:32? George, that’s perfect. Thank you so much. Did you pick up any hints about the
person Jamie was talking to? Could you tell if it was a man or a woman?

No. No I couldn’t tell anything else, other than Jamie didn’t much like what they were



saying to him. Do you . . . Do you think Connor’s brother is OK? Maybe I should have told
someone what I saw sooner? If I’d texted Connor that night . . .

Pip: That’s OK, you didn’t know Jamie was missing until an hour ago. And your information
has been incredibly helpful. Connor will really appreciate it.



Twelve

They sat, separated by two laptops on the kitchen island, the tapping of their
keys in a pattern that fell in and out of unison.

“You’re going too fast,” Pip said to Ravi, peering at him over the top of her
screen. ‘We need to look carefully at each one.’

‘Oh,’ he said sarcastically, pulling the accompanying face. ‘Didn’t realize we
were looking for clues in the night sky.” He turned his laptop, showing her four
consecutive photos of the Chinese lanterns floating against the darkness.

‘Just checking, Grumpus.’

“That’s my word for you,’ he said. “You aren’t allowed to have it.’

Pip went back to her screen, clicking through the photos and videos that had
been emailed over by calamity-goers. Ravi was going through the memorial
photographs, more than two hundred sent in already.

‘Is this the best use of our time?’ Ravi skipped quickly through another
sequence of photos. “We know Jamie went to the calamity party after the
memorial, and now we know he left there, alive and well, at half ten. Shouldn’t
we be trying to track down his movements after that?’

‘“We know he left the calamity party,’ said Pip, ‘but we still don’t know why
he was there, which is strange enough by itself. And then add to that the phone
conversation George heard. It’s all behaviour that’s very out of character, I
mean, you saw Connor’s face when I told him. It’s weird. There’s no other word
for it. Jamie’s behaviour starting from the memorial is weird. It has to be
relevant to his disappearance somehow.’

‘I guess.” Ravi returned his gaze to his laptop screen. ‘So, we’re thinking
Jamie spotted “someone” — whoever they are — at the memorial. He found them
in the crowd and waited, then he followed them when they walked towards
Highmoor and into the party. Gropey Stephen said it looked like Jamie was just
standing there, watching?’

‘I think so.” Pip chewed her bottom lip. ‘That makes most sense to me.
Which means that “someone” is most likely a person at school, in my year or
maybe year below.’

‘“Why would Jamie follow someone from your school?’

Pip picked up on the uneasiness in Ravi’s voice, though he tried to disguise
it. She felt an instinct to defend Jamie, but all she could say was, ‘I really don’t
know.” Nothing about it looked good. She was glad she’d sent Connor home
with a four-page printed questionnaire about typical password elements, for him
and his mum to try on Jamie’s computer. It was harder to talk about Jamie with
him right there. But Pip was struggling to accept it too. They had to be missing



something, something that would explain why Jamie had been there, who he was
looking for. It must have been important for him to blow Nat off and ignore all
her calls. But what?

Pip glanced at the time on the bottom right-hand corner of her screen. It was
half four now. And with Jamie’s new last-seen-alive-and-well time of 10:32
p.m., he’d now been missing for forty-two hours. Just six hours to go until the
forty-eight-hour mark. The mark by which the majority of missing persons had
returned: almost seventy-five percent. But Pip had a feeling Jamie wouldn’t be
one of those.

And the next problem: Pip’s family were currently out at the supermarket,
her mum had texted to let her know. She’d avoided them all day, and Josh had
gone with them, so he was bound to cause some delay with all his impulse
buying (last time he’d persuaded Dad to buy two bags of carrot sticks, which
went to waste when he remembered he didn’t actually like carrots). But even
with Josh’s distractions, they’d be home soon, and there was no way they hadn’t
seen Jamie’s missing posters by now.

Well, there was nothing she could do, she’d just have to deal with it when
they got back. Or maybe avoid it even longer by insisting Ravi never leave; her
parents probably wouldn’t yell at her in front of him.

Pip clicked through more of the photos sent in by Katie C, one of the six
Katies in her year. Pip had only found evidence of Jamie in two photos of the
many dozens she’d been through so far, and one wasn’t even certain. It was just
the lower part of an arm, peeking out behind a group of boys posing for a photo
in the hallway. The disembodied arm wore a burgundy shirt that matched
Jamie’s, and the boxy black watch he’d had on too. So, it probably was him, but
it gave her no real information, other than Jamie had been walking through the
party at 9:16 p.m. Maybe that was when he’d first arrived?

In the other you could at least see his face, in the background of a photo of
Jasveen, a girl from Pip’s year, sitting on a blue-patterned sofa. The camera was
focused on Jas, who was pouting in exaggerated sadness, presumably because of
the huge red drink stain down the front of her once very-white top. Jamie was
standing several feet behind her, beside a darkened bay window, a little blurred,
but you could pinpoint his eyes, staring diagonally out the left side of the frame.
His jaw looked tense, like he was gritting his teeth. This must have been when
Stephen Thompson saw him; he did look like he was watching someone. The
metadata said the photo was taken at 9:38 p.m., so Jamie had been at the party
for at least twenty-two minutes by this point. Had he stood there that whole time,
watching?

Pip opened another email, from Chris Marshall in her English class. She



downloaded the attached video file, replaced her headphones and pressed play.

It was a series of stills and short video clips: it must have been Chris’ story
on either Snapchat or Instagram that he’d saved to his reel. There was a selfie of
him and Peter-from-politics downing two bottles of beer, followed by a short
clip of some guy Pip didn’t recognize doing a handstand while Chris cheered
him on, voice crackling against the microphone. Next a photo of Chris’ tongue,
which had somehow turned blue.

Then another video clip, the sound exploding into Pip’s ears, making her
flinch. Voices screeched across each other, people loudly chanting, ‘Peter,
Peter,” while others in the room booed and jeered and laughed. They were in
what looked like a dining room, chairs pushed back from the table which was set
up with plastic cups assembled into two triangles either side.

Beer pong. They were playing beer pong. Peter-from-politics was on one
side of the table, lining up the shot with a bright orange ping-pong ball, one eye
screwed shut as he focused. He flicked his wrist and the ball flew out of his
hand, landing with a small splash into one of the outlying cups.

Pip’s headphones vibrated with the screams that erupted around the room,
Peter roaring in victory as the girl on the other side complained about having to
down the drink. But then Pip noticed something else, her eyes straying into the
background. She paused the clip. Standing to the right of the bi-fold glass doors
into the dining room was Cara, mouth wide as she cheered, a wave of dark liquid
erupting out the top of her cup in this frozen moment of time. And there was
something else: in the bright yellow-lit corridor behind her, just disappearing
beyond the door, was a foot. A sliver of leg in jeans the same colour Jamie was
wearing that night, and a white trainer.

Pip scrolled the video back four seconds, back to before Peter’s victory. She
pressed play and immediately paused it again. It was Jamie, out in the corridor.
His edges were blurred because he was mid-walk, but it had to be him: dark
blonde hair and a collarless burgundy shirt. He was looking down at the dark
object clasped between his hands. It looked like a phone.

Pip un-paused it and watched as Jamie walked quickly down the hallway,
ignoring all the commotion in the dining room, eyes down on his phone. Cara’s
head is turned, following his progress for half a second, before the ball lands in
the cup and the screaming pulls her attention back into the room.

Four seconds.

The sighting lasts just four seconds. Then Jamie is gone, his white trainer the
very last trace of him.

‘Found him,’ Pip said.



Thirteen

Pip dragged the cursor back and pressed play to show Ravi.

“That’s him,” he confirmed, resting his sharp chin on her shoulder. ‘That’s
when Cara saw him. Look.’

‘“Who needs CCTV when you have Snapchat stories,” Pip remarked. ‘Do you
think he’s walking down the corridor towards the front door?’ She turned to
watch Ravi’s eyes as she played the clip again. ‘Or further into the back of the
house?’

‘Could be either,” Ravi said. ‘Hard to tell without knowing the layout of the
house. Do you think we can go round to Stephen’s and see?’

‘Doubt he’ll let us in,’ she said. ‘He doesn’t want his mum to know about the
party.’

‘Hm,” said Ravi, ‘we might be able to find the floorplan on Zoopla or
Rightmove or something.’

The video kept playing beyond the beer pong, into another clip where Peter
was hugging the toilet, throwing up into it while Chris giggled behind the
camera, saying: ‘You alright, big man?’

Pip paused it so they didn’t have to listen to any more of Peter’s retching.

‘Do you have a time for that Jamie sighting?’ Ravi asked.

‘No. Chris just sent me the saved story; it doesn’t have time-stamps for any
individual part.’

‘Call him and ask him.” Ravi reached across, dragging her laptop towards
him. ‘I’ll see if I can find the house on Zoopla. What number is Stephen?’

‘Nineteen, Highmoor,” Pip said, spinning her stool to face away from Ravi
and taking out her phone. She had Chris’ number in here somewhere. She knew
she did, because they’d done a group project together a few months ago. Aha,
there it was: Chris M.

‘Hello?’ Chris said when he picked up. The word trailed up like a question;
clearly he hadn’t saved her number.

‘Hi, Chris. It’s Pip.’

‘Oh, hey,’ he said. ‘I just sent you an email —’

“Yeah, thank you for that. That’s actually what I wanted to ask you about.
This clip here, of Peter playing beer pong, do you know what time it was taken?’

‘Um, can’t remember.” Chris yawned on the other end of the line. ‘I was
quite drunk. But, actually, hold on . . .” His voice grew echoey and distant as he
put her on speaker. ‘I saved that story so I could abuse Peter with it, but I take
videos in the actual camera app because Snapchat always crashes on me.’

‘Oh, that’s great if it’s on your camera roll,” Pip said. ‘It’ll have a time-



stamp.’

‘Crap,’ Chris hissed. ‘I must have deleted them all, sorry.’

Pip’s stomach dropped. But only for a second, crawling its way back up as
she said: ‘Recently deleted folder?’

‘Oh, good shout.” Pip could hear the fiddling of Chris’ fingers against the
device. ‘Yeah, here it is. Beer pong video was taken at 9:56 p.m.’

‘9:56,” Pip repeated, writing the time down in the notebook Ravi had just slid
across to her. ‘Perfect, thank you so much, Chris.’

Pip hung up the phone, even though Chris was still speaking. She’d never
been a fan of those straggling bits of talk that happened at the beginnings and
ends of conversations, and she didn’t have time to pretend right now. Ravi often
referred to her as his little bulldozer.

‘Hear that?’ she asked him.

He nodded. ‘And I've found the old listing of Stephen’s house on
Rightmove, last sold in 2013. Photos don’t give much away, but the floorplan is
still up.” He turned the screen back, showing her a black and white diagram of
the ground floor of Stephen’s house.

Pip reached for the screen, tracing her finger from the 16’ by 12°’5” box
labelled Dining Room, out of the double bi-fold doors, turning left down the
corridor to follow Jamie’s path. That way led to the front door.

“Yes,” she hissed. ‘He was definitely leaving the house at 9:56.” Pip copied
the floorplan and pasted it into Paint to annotate it. She drew an arrow down the
corridor towards the front door and labelled it: Jamie leaves 9:56 p.m. ‘And he’s
looking at his phone,’ Pip said. ‘Do you think he’s about to call whoever George
then sees him on the phone with?’

‘Seems likely,” Ravi said. ‘That would make it a pretty long phone call. Like,
half an hour at least.’

Pip drew a pair of forward and backward arrows, outside the front door on
the floorplan, as Jamie had paced the pavement on his phone. She labelled the
timespan of the phone call and then drew another arrow leading away from the
house, when Jamie finally left.

‘Have you ever considered becoming a professional artist?’” Ravi said,
looking over her shoulder.

‘Oh, be quiet, it does the job,” she said, poking the cleft in his chin. Ravi
uttered a robotic ‘Booooop,’ pretending to reset his face.

Pip ignored him. ‘Actually, this might help with that other Jamie sighting.’
She pulled up the photo of Jamie standing behind Jasveen and her stained top.
She dragged it to the side to split-screen it beside the floorplan. ‘There’s a sofa
there, so this has to be the living room, right?’



Ravi agreed. ‘Sofa and a bay window.’

‘OK,’ Pip said. ‘And Jamie’s standing just to the right of that window.” She
pointed to the bay window symbol in the floorplan. ‘But if you look at his eyes,
he’s looking away, to the left.’

‘Can solve murders, but can’t tell her left from right,” Ravi smiled.

‘“That’s left,” she insisted, glowering up at him. ‘Our left, his right.’

‘OK, please don’t hurt me.” He held his hands up in surrender, his crooked
smile stretching across his cheeks. Why did he enjoy winding her up so much?
And why did she like it when he did? It was maddening.

Pip turned back, placing her finger on the floorplan where Jamie had been
standing, and drew her finger out, following Jamie’s approximate eyeline. It
brought her to a boxy black figure against the next wall. “What does that symbol
mean?’ she asked.

‘That’s a fireplace,” said Ravi. ‘So Jamie was watching someone who’s
standing near that fireplace at 9:38 p.m. Likely the same someone he followed
from the memorial.’

Pip nodded, marking these new points and times on the annotated floorplan.

‘So, if I stop looking for Jamie,’ she said, ‘and instead look for photos taken
near the fireplace around 9:38, I might be able to narrow down who that
someone is.’

‘Good plan, Sarge.’

“You get back to your job,” she said, pushing Ravi away with her foot, back
around the island. He went, but not before stealing her sock.

Pip heard just one click of his mousepad before he said, quietly, ‘Shit.’

‘Ravi, can you stop messing around —’

‘I’'m not,” he said, and there was no trace of a smile on his face any more.
‘Shit.” He said it louder that time, dropping Pip’s sock.

‘What?’ Pip slid off her stool and followed him to his side. “You found
Jamie?’

‘No.’

“The someone?’

‘No, but it’s definitely a someone,” Ravi said darkly as Pip finally saw what
was on his screen.

The photograph was filled with a hundred faces, all looking up at the sky,
watching the lanterns. The nearest people were lit with a ghostly silver glow,
points of red eyes as the camera flash set them ablaze. And standing near the
very back, where the crowd thinned out, was Max Hastings.

‘No,’ Pip said, and the word carried on silently, breathing out until her chest
felt ragged and bare.



Max was standing there, alone, in a black jacket that blended into the night, a
hood hiding most of his hair. But it was unmistakably him, eyes bright red, face
blank and unreadable.

Ravi slammed his fist down on the marble top, making the laptop and Max’s
eyes shudder. “‘Why the fuck was he there?’ He sniffed. ‘He knew he wasn’t
welcome. By anyone.’

Pip put a hand on his shoulder and felt the rage like a tremor beneath Ravi’s
skin. ‘Because he’s the sort of person who does whatever he wants, no matter
who he hurts,’ she said.

‘I didn’t want him there,” Ravi said, staring Max down. ‘He shouldn’t have
been there.’

‘’'m sorry, Ravi.” She trailed her hand down his arm, tucking it into his
palm.

‘And I have to look at him all day tomorrow. Listen to more of his lies.’

“You don’t have to go to the trial,” she said.

“Yes, I do. I’'m not just doing it for you. I mean, I am doing it for you, I’d do
anything for you.” He dropped his gaze. ‘But I'm doing it for me too. If Sal had
ever known what a monster Max really was, he would have been devastated.
Devastated. He thought they were friends. How dare he come.’” He slammed his
laptop closed, shutting Max’s face away.

‘In just a few days, he won’t be able to go anywhere for a long while,” Pip
said, squeezing Ravi’s hand. ‘Just a few days.’

He gave her a weak smile, running his thumb over her knuckles. ‘Yeah,’ he
said. ‘Yeah, I know.’

Ravi was interrupted by the scratching sound of a key as the front door
clacked open. Three sets of feet padded against the floorboards. And then:

‘Pip?’ Her mum’s voice echoed, arriving in the kitchen just before she did.
She looked at Pip with her eyebrows raised, whittling four angry lines down her
forehead. She dropped the look for just a second to flash Ravi a smile, before
turning back to Pip. ‘I saw your posters,” she said, steadily. “When were you
going to tell us about this?’

‘Uh...” Pip began.

Her dad appeared in the room, carrying four brimming bags, clumsily
walking through and breaking the eye contact between Pip and her mum as he
dumped the shopping on the counters. Ravi took his opportunity in the brief
interlude, standing and sliding his laptop under his arm. He stroked the back of
Pip’s neck and said, ‘Good luck,’ before making his way to the door, saying his
charmingly awkward goodbyes to her family.

Traitor.



Pip lowered her head, trying to disappear inside her plaid shirt, using her
laptop as a shield between herself and her parents.
‘Pip?’
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Fourteen

‘Hello?’

“Yes, sorry.” Pip closed her laptop, avoiding her mum’s gaze. ‘I was just
saving something.’

“What do those posters mean?’

Pip shuffled. ‘I think their meaning is pretty clear. Jamie’s gone missing.’

‘Don’t get smart with me,” her mum said, one hand going to her hip: always
a dangerous sign.

Pip’s dad paused putting the shopping away — once the fridge items had been
done, of course — and was now leaning against the counter, almost exactly
equidistant between Pip and her mum, yet far enough away that he was safe
from the battle. He was good at that: making camp in the neutral ground,
building a bridge.

“Yes, it is what you think,” Pip said, finally meeting her mother’s eyes.
‘Connor and Joanna are really worried. They think something’s happened to
Jamie. So yes, I'm investigating his disappearance. And yes, I’m recording the
investigation for season two of the show. They asked me to, and I said yes.’

‘But I don’t understand,” her mum said, even though she understood
perfectly well. Another of her tactics. ‘You were done with all this. After
everything you went through last time. The danger you put yourself in.’

‘I know —’ Pip began, but her mum cut her off.

“You ended up in the hospital, Pippa, with an overdose. They had to pump
your stomach. You were being threatened by a now convicted Kkiller.” That was
the only way Pip’s mum referred to Elliot Ward now. She couldn’t use the word,
what he’d really been: a friend. That was too much. ‘And Barney —’

‘Mum, I know,’ Pip said, her voice rising, cracking as she fought to control
it. ‘I know all the terrible things that happened last year because of me, I don’t
need your constant reminders. I know, OK? I know I was selfish, I know I was
obsessive, I know I was reckless and if I said sorry to you every day it still
wouldn’t be enough, OK?’ Pip felt it, the pit in her stomach stirring, opening up
to swallow her whole. ‘I’m sorry. I feel guilty all the time, so I don’t need you to
tell me. I’m the expert in my own mistakes, I understand.’

‘So why would you choose to put yourself through anything like that again?’
her mum said, softening her voice and dropping the arm from her hip. Pip
couldn’t tell what that meant, whether it was a sign of victory or defeat.

A high cartoonish giggling from the living room interrupted them.

‘Joshua.’ Her dad finally spoke. ‘“Turn the TV down please!’

‘But it’s SpongeBob and it’s only on fourteen,” a small voice shouted back.



‘Joshua . . .’

‘OK, OK.’

The noise from the TV quietened until Pip could no longer hear it over the
humming in her ears. Dad settled back into his place, gesturing for them to
continue.

‘Why?’ Her mum reiterated her last question, drawing a thick underline
beneath it.

‘Because I have to,” Pip said. ‘And if you want to know the truth, I said no.
That was my choice. I told Connor I couldn’t do this again. So yesterday, I went
to speak to the police to get them to actually investigate Jamie’s disappearance. I
thought I could help that way. But they won’t do anything for Jamie, they can’t.’
Pip tucked her hands in under her elbows. ‘The truth is I didn’t really have a
choice, once the police said no. I didn’t want to do it. But I can’t not do it. They
asked me. They came to me. And what if I’d said no? What if Jamie is never
found? What if he’s dead?’

‘Pip, it is not your job to -’

‘It isn’t my job, but it feels like my responsibility,” she said. ‘I know you’ll
both have a thousand arguments why that’s not true, but I’m telling you the way
it feels. It is my responsibility because I started something and I can’t now take it
back. Whatever it did to me, to all of us, I still solved a double murder case last
year. Now I have six hundred thousand subscribers who will listen to me and
I’m in a position to use that, to help people. To help Jamie. That’s why I had no
choice. I might not be the only one who can help, but I’'m the only one here right
now. This is Jamie, Mum. I couldn’t live with myself if something happened to
him and I said no because it was the easier choice. The safer choice. The choice
my parents would want me to make. That’s why I'm doing it. Not because I
want to, because I have to. I've accepted that, and I hope you both can too.’

Pip saw her dad nodding in the corner of her eye, the LED light above
drawing yellow streaks across the dark skin of his forehead. Her mum also saw
it, turning to frown at him.

“Victor . . .” she said.

‘Leanne,’ he replied, stepping forward into no man’s land. ‘Clearly she’s not
being reckless; she’s put a lot of consideration into her decision. That’s all we
can ask of her, because it is her decision. She’s eighteen now.” He turned to
smile at Pip, his eyes glazing in that way they did. The exact way he looked at
her every time he told the story of how they’d met. Pip at four years old,
stomping around this very house he was looking to buy, accompanying her mum
on the viewing because the childcare had fallen through. She’d followed them
into each room, giving him a new animal fact in each one, despite her mother



telling her to be quiet so she could inform the nice man about the high-spec
kitchen. He always said it was both of them that stole his heart that day.

Pip returned his smile, and that hole in her stomach, it started to shrink just a
little, freeing up more space for her around it.

‘And what about the risks, Victor?’ Pip’s mum said, though her tone had
changed now, the fight all but gone from it.

‘Everything has risks,’ he said. ‘Even crossing the road. It’s no different than
if she were a journalist, or a police officer. And would we keep her from either
of those things because of the potential risks? And also: I am very big. If anyone
even thinks about hurting my daughter, I will rip off their head.’

Pip laughed, and her mum’s mouth twitched with a smile she didn’t want to
give into. The smile lost, for now, though it gave a good fight.

‘Fine,” her mum said. ‘Pip, I’'m not your enemy, I’'m your mum. I only care
about your safety and your happiness, the two things you lost last time. It’s my
job to protect you, whether you like it or not. So fine, I accept your decision. But
I will be watching to make sure you don’t become obsessive to the point where
it’s unhealthy, and you better believe me when I say there will be no missing
school or neglecting your revision,” she said, counting the points off on her
fingers. ‘I’m sure everything is fine, but if there is any sign of danger, even the
slightest hint, I want you to come straight to us. Promise me?’

“Thank you.” Pip nodded, her chest releasing. ‘It won’t be like last time, I
promise.” She wasn’t that person any more. She’d be good this time. She would.
Things would be different, she told that yawning feeling that never left her. ‘But
I should warn you: I don’t think everything is fine. Put it this way, I don’t think
you’ll see Jamie at work tomorrow morning.’

Her mum’s face flushed, and she dropped her gaze, tightening her lips into a
line. Of all her mother’s faces, Pip wasn’t sure what this one meant. ‘Well,’ her
mum said quietly, ‘all I’m saying is that Jamie is probably OK and I’m sure this
will turn out to be nothing. That’s why I don’t want you to give too much of
yourself to it.’

‘Well, I mean hopefully it’s nothing,” Pip said, taking the packet of satsumas
her dad handed her, placing them in the fruit bowl. ‘But there are a couple of red
flags. His phone was turned off that night and hasn’t been on since. And he was
acting strangely that day — out of character.’

Her mum placed a loaf of bread in the bread bin. ‘I’m just saying, maybe
acting strangely isn’t that out of character for Jamie.’

“Wait, what?’ Pip stalled, pulling back from the box of porridge her dad was
handing her.

‘Oh, nothing,” her mum said, busying herself with the tinned tomatoes. ‘I



shouldn’t have said anything.’

‘Said anything about what?’ Pip said, her heart jumping up to her throat,
sensing her mum’s unease. She narrowed her eyes at the back of her mum’s
head. ‘Mum? Do you know something about Jamie?’
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Pip: Mum, wait, hold on, I’ve set up the microphones now. Can you tell me what you were
going to say? About Jamie?
[INAUDIBLE]
Pip: Mum, you . . . you have to come closer to the microphone. It can’t pick you up from over
there.
[INAUDIBLE]
Pip: Please can you just sit down and tell me what it is, whatever it is.
Mum: [INAUDIBLE] ... needto get started on dinner.
Pip: I know, I know. This will only take a few minutes. Please? What did you mean by ‘acting

strangely isn’t that out of character for Jamie’? Are you talking about something that happened
at work? Jamie was working a later shift on Friday, before the memorial. Was he acting
strangely then, is that what you mean? Please, Mum, this could really help the investigation.

Mum: No...it’s...ah, no, I shouldn’t. It’s not my business.

Pip: Jamie’s missing. It’s been almost two full days. He could be in danger. I don’t think he’d
care about what’s anyone’s business right now.

Mum: But Joanna —

Pip: She’s the one who asked me to do this. She’s accepted she might learn things about Jamie
she wouldn’t want to know.

Mum: Does Joanna . . . does Joanna think Jamie still works at Proctor and Radcliffe? Is that what
he told her?

Pip: Yeah, of course, what do you mean? He does work there. He was at work on Friday
before he went missing.

Mum: He’s . .. Jamie doesn’t work at the agency any more. He left, maybe two and a half weeks
ago.

Pip: He left? Did he quit? His family have no idea, they still think he works with you. He’s

been going to work every day. Why would he quit and lie about it?
Mum: He ... he didn’t quit.
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What?

Pip...

Mum?

There was an incident. But I don’t really want to talk about it, it has nothing to do with
anything. My point was just that maybe Jamie disappearing isn’t something so out of character,
and why cause trouble for him when —

Mum, he’s missing. Anything that happened in the last few weeks could be relevant.
Anything. Joanna won’t be angry if you tell, I know she won’t. What was the incident? When?

Well . . . it must have been a Wednesday because Todd wasn’t in, and Siobhan and Olivia
were but they were out on viewings.

Wednesday two weeks ago? So that was the . . . 11th?

That sounds about right. I’d been out on lunch, went to see Jackie in the café, and left
Jamie in the office alone. And when I got back . . . well, I must have been quicker than he
expected because he . . .

What? What was he doing?

He had my key somehow, he must have taken it out of my handbag earlier in the day,
used it to unlock my desk drawer when I was out. I walked in on him taking the company
credit card out of my drawer.

What?

He panicked when I came in. He was shaking. He tried several excuses as to why he was
taking the card, said he needed the info so he could order more envelopes in, then said Todd
asked him to do something for him. But I knew he was lying, and Jamie knew I wasn’t buying
it. So then he just started apologizing, over and over again. Said he was sorry, he just needed
the money and he said something . . . he said something like, ‘I wouldn’t have done this, if it
wasn’t life or death.’

‘Life or death’? What did he mean by that?

I don’t know. I’m guessing he wanted to take the card to an ATM and draw out a few
hundred pounds. He knew the PIN because I’d sent him out with that card to get office tea
supplies before. I don’t know why he needed the money, but clearly he was desperate. We’d
never had any problems with Jamie before this. I’d offered him the job to help him out, to help
Joanna and Arthur out because Jamie had been struggling to settle anywhere. He’s a very sweet
young man, has been like that since he was a kid. The Jamie I walked in on felt almost like a
different person. He looked so scared. So sorry.

He must have been desperate, because he would’ve known, even if he’d managed to steal
the cash, you’d have found out eventually. Why did he need money so urgently?

I never asked. I just told him to put the card down and return my key and I said I wouldn’t
call the police. I didn’t need to make any more trouble for him; it looked like he had enough
going on, whatever it was. And I would’ve felt too guilty, calling the police on one of my
friend’s children in trouble. You don’t do that. So I told Jamie I wouldn’t tell anyone what I
saw, but that he could no longer work at Proctor and Radcliffe and his contract would be
terminated immediately. I told him he needed to straighten out his life, or I’d have to tell
Joanna eventually. He thanked me for not calling the police, said thank you for the opportunity
in the first place and then he left. The last thing he said on his way out was, ‘I’'m so so sorry, I
wouldn’t have done it if I didn’t have to.’

What did he need the money for?
He didn’t say. But if he was willing to steal from the company and get caught for it, what



else could he have needed the money for except, well, something . . . illegal . . . criminal?

Pip: Well, maybe. But that doesn’t mean his disappearance two weeks later isn’t suspicious or
out of character. If anything, this makes me more certain Jamie’s in trouble. That he’s got
himself mixed up in something bad.

Mum: I certainly never thought he’d be the sort to steal. Ever.
Pip: And the only reason he gave you was that it was life or death?
Mum: Mum: That’s what he said, yes.

Pip: Whose life or death did he mean?



Fifteen

Pip was certain she could see the very moment Joanna’s heart began to
break. It wasn’t when she told her and Connor about the calamity party, about
Jamie following someone there. It wasn’t when she said he’d left the party at
half ten and was witnessed on the phone, mentioning the police. It wasn’t even
when she told them Jamie had been lying to them for two weeks about still
having his job, and how he’d lost it. No, it was precisely when she said those
exact words: life or death.

Something instantly changed in Joanna: the way she held her head, the
outline of her eyes, the way her skin slackened and paled like some of the life in
her had slipped away, drifting out into the cold air of the kitchen. And Pip knew
she’d just given voice to Joanna’s very worst fears. Even worse than that, those
words had come from Jamie himself.

‘But we don’t know what Jamie meant by that. It’s possible he was
exaggerating in order to minimize the trouble he was in, or to get my mum to
sympathize with him,” Pip said, looking from Connor to Joanna’s broken eyes.
Arthur Reynolds was not in. Apparently, he’d been out most of the day and
neither of them knew where he was. Blowing off steam was Joanna’s best guess.
‘Do you have any idea what Jamie might have needed the money for?’

‘Wednesday two weeks ago?’ Connor said. ‘It’s not like there were any
birthdays or occasions coming up which he’d need money for.’

‘I doubt Jamie intended to steal money to buy birthday presents,” Pip replied
as gently as she could. ‘Do you know if he had any debts he might have needed
to pay off? Phone bill? We know he was very attached to his phone in recent
weeks.’

‘I don’t think so.” Joanna finally spoke. ‘He was on a good salary at the
estate agents, I’'m sure that more than covered his phone bill. It’s not like he’s
been spending more than usual. Jamie hardly ever buys anything for himself, not
clothes or anything. I think his main expense would just be, well, lunch.’

‘OK, I’ll look into it.’

‘“Where has Jamie been going?’ asked Connor. ‘When he told us he was
going to work?’

‘I’1l also look into that,” Pip said. ‘Maybe he was just getting out of the
house, so he wouldn’t have to tell any of you what happened. Maybe he was
working on getting a new job, before he told you he’d lost the last one? I know it
was a point of contention between Jamie and his dad, maybe he was trying to
avoid another argument about jobs.’

“Yes,” Joanna said, scratching her chin. ‘Arthur would have been angry about



him losing another job. And Jamie hates confrontation.’

‘Skipping back to the calamity party,’ Pip said, steering the conversation, ‘do
you have any idea who Jamie could have been on the phone to? Someone who
might have asked him to do something?’

‘No. It was none of us,’ she said.

‘Zoe?’ asked Pip.

‘No, she had no contact with Jamie that day. The only person I know Jamie
calls regularly is Nat da Silva. Or it used to be.’

‘It wasn’t her,” Pip said. ‘She told me Jamie never turned up at her house as
planned and ignored all her texts and calls.’

‘I don’t know then. I’'m sorry,” Joanna said in a small voice, like that was
slipping away from her too.

“That’s OK.’ Pip brightened hers to compensate. ‘I’'m guessing you would
have told me, but any luck with the computer password?’

‘Not yet,” Connor said. ‘We’ve been working through that questionnaire,
trying all variables with number replacements. Nothing so far. We’re keeping a
record of everything we’ve tried, think we’re over six hundred failed attempts
now.’

‘OK, well, keep trying. Tomorrow after school I’ll see if I can contact
someone who can brute-force the password without damaging any of the data.’

“Yep, will do.” Connor fiddled with his own fingers. There was an open
packet of cereal on the counter behind him, and two discarded bowls; Pip
guessed those had been dinner. ‘Is there anything else we can be doing, other
than the password? Anything?’

‘Um, yeah of course,” she said, scrambling to think of something. ‘I’'m still
going through all the videos and photos people have sent me from the calamity
party. As I said, I’m looking for people who were standing around the fireplace,
from 9:38 p.m. until about 9:50 p.m. The only near-hit I’ve found is a photo
taken at 9:29 in the direction of the fireplace. There are about nine people in it,
some in our year, some the year below. The photo might be too early to show
whoever Jamie was watching, but it’s something I . . . we can chase up
tomorrow at school. Connor, I'll email you the photo and video files and you
could look through them, too?’

“Yeah.’ He sat up straighter. ‘I’ll do that.’

‘Perfect.’

‘I’ve been getting messages from people,” Joanna said. ‘From friends and
neighbours who’ve seen your missing posters. I haven’t left the house, been
trying Jamie’s computer and phone all day. Could I see the photo you used?’

“Yeah, sure.” Pip swiped her finger across the mousepad to reawaken her



laptop. She navigated through her recent files, pulled up the photograph and
twisted the computer to face Joanna. ‘I went for this one,’ she said. ‘You can see
his face clearly, and his smile isn’t too wide, because I often think people look
quite different when they’re smiling smiling. This was one you took before the
birthday cake was lit, so no strange lighting from the candles. Is that OK?’

“Yes,” Joanna said quietly, covering her mouth with her balled-up hand.
“Yes, it’s perfect.” Her eyes filled as they flitted up and down over her son’s
face, like she was scared to let her gaze settle in one spot for too long. What did
she think she’d see if it did? Or was she studying his face, trying to remember
every detail?

‘I’'m just going to nip to the bathroom,’ Joanna said in a far-away voice,
standing up shakily from her chair. She closed the kitchen door behind her and
Connor sighed, deflated. He picked at the loose skin by his fingernails.

‘She’s gone upstairs to cry,” he said. ‘Been doing it all day. I know what
she’s doing, and she must know I know. But she won’t do it in front of me.’

‘I’'m sorry.’

‘Maybe she thinks I’ll lose hope if I see her crying.’

‘I’'m sorry, Connor.” Pip reached out to touch his arm, but he was too far
across the table. She went for her laptop instead, pulling it back in front of her,
Jamie’s face staring out. ‘But we’ve made progress today, we have. We’ve filled
in more of Jamie’s timeline that night and have a couple of leads to look into.’

Connor shrugged, looking at the time on his phone. ‘Jamie was last seen at
10:32 now, right? That means the forty-eight-hour mark is in fifty-seven
minutes.” He went quiet for a moment. ‘He’s not coming back in the next fifty-
seven minutes, is he?’

Pip didn’t know what to say to that. She knew something she should say,
something she should have told him yesterday: not to touch Jamie’s toothbrush
or his comb or anything that would have his DNA on it, in case it was ever
needed. But now was not the time. She wasn’t sure there would ever be a right
time to say that. A line that could never be uncrossed.

She looked instead at her screen, at Jamie’s half-smiling face, his eyes seeing
out into hers as she saw into his, as though there weren’t ten days between them.
And then she realized: he was sitting exactly opposite her, at this very same
table. She was here and Jamie was right there, like a crack in time had opened up
across this polished wooden surface. Everything was the same as in the
photograph behind him: the fridge door with a scattered collection of cheesy
souvenir magnets, the cream blind pulled one third of the way down behind the
sink, the wooden chopping board propped up in the same place above Jamie’s
left shoulder, and the black cylindrical knife rack above his other shoulder,



holding six differently sized knives with colour-coded bands on their handles.

Well, actually — Pip’s eyes flickered between the screen and up — the knife
set behind Jamie in the photo was complete, all the knives tucked inside: purple,
orange, light green, dark green, red and yellow. But now, looking up, one of the
knives was missing. The one with the yellow band.

‘What are you looking at?’ Connor said. Pip hadn’t noticed him standing
behind her, watching over her shoulder.

‘Oh, nothing,’ she said. ‘I was just looking at this photo, and I noticed one of
the knives isn’t here now. It’s nothing,’ she repeated, waving her hand to dismiss
the idea.

‘It’s probably just in the dishwasher.” Connor walked over and pulled open
the dishwasher door. ‘Hm,’ he said, abandoning it and moving to the sink
instead. He clattered around in there, the sound of porcelain hitting porcelain
making Pip flinch. ‘Someone probably put it in a drawer by accident. I’'m always
doing that,” he said, but there was a frantic edge to his voice now as he went
about pulling out the drawers, their contents crashing around, drawers straining
at their very limits.

Pip must have caught the dread from watching him, her heart spiking at
every crash, and something cold made itself at home in her chest. Connor kept
going, in a frenzy, until every drawer was open, like the kitchen had grown
outward teeth, biting into the rest of the room. ‘Not here,” he told her,
needlessly.

‘Maybe you should ask your mum,’ Pip said, rising to her feet.

‘Mum!’ Connor shouted, turning his attention to the cupboards, opening each
door until it looked like the kitchen was hanging upside down. It felt like it, too:
Pip’s stomach lurching, feet stumbling over themselves.

She heard Joanna thundering down the stairs.

‘Calm down, Connor,’ Pip tried. ‘It’s probably here somewhere.’

‘And if it isn’t,” he said on his knees, checking the cupboard under the sink,
‘what would that mean?’

What would it mean? Maybe she should have kept this observation to herself
a little longer. ‘It would mean that one of your knives is missing.’

“What’s missing?’ Joanna said, rushing in through the door.

‘One of your knives, the one with the yellow band,’ Pip said, dragging the
laptop over to show Joanna. ‘Can you see? It was here in this photo taken on
Jamie’s birthday. But it’s not in the rack now.’

‘It’s not anywhere,” Connor said, out of breath. ‘I’ve checked the whole
kitchen.’

‘I can see that,” Joanna said, closing some of the cupboards. She re-inspected



the sink, removing all the mugs and glasses sitting in there, checking underneath.
She looked over the drying rack, even though Pip could see from back here that
it was empty. Connor was at the knife rack, removing each of the other knives,
as though the yellow one could somehow be hiding underneath.

‘“Well, it’s lost,” Joanna said. ‘It’s not in any of the places it should be. I’ll
ask Arthur when he’s back.’

‘Do you have any recent memories of using that knife?’ Pip asked. She
flicked through the photos from Jamie’s birthday. ‘Jamie used the red knife to
cut the cake on his birthday, but do you have any memories, since that date, of
using the yellow one?’

Joanna looked up to the right, eyes flitting in miniscule movements as she
searched her memory. ‘Connor, what day this week did I make moussaka?’

Connor’s chest was rising and falling with his breath. ‘Um, that was the day I
came in late, after guitar lesson, wasn’t it? So, Wednesday.’

“Yes, Wednesday.’ Joanna turned to Pip. ‘I don’t actually remember using it,
but that’s always the one I use for cutting aubergine, because it’s the sharpest
and widest. I would have noticed if it was gone, I’m sure.’

‘OK, OK,’ Pip said, buying herself some time to think. ‘So, the knife likely
went missing in the last four days.’

“What does that mean?’ Joanna said.

‘It doesn’t necessarily mean anything,” Pip said, tactfully. ‘It might have no
correlation to Jamie at all. Might turn up somewhere round the house you hadn’t
thought to look. Right now, it’s just a piece of information about something out
of the ordinary, and I want to know everything that’s out of the ordinary, no
matter what it is. That’s all.’

Yeah, she should have kept it to herself, the panic in both of their eyes
confirmed that. Pip glanced at the make of the knives, took a photo of the rack
and empty slot on her phone, trying not to draw too much attention to what she
was doing. Returning to her laptop, she googled the brand and an image came up
from the website, of all the different colour-coded knives laid out in a row.

“Yes, those are the ones,” Joanna said behind her.

‘OK.” Pip closed her laptop and slid it back in her bag. ‘I’ll get those
calamity files to you, Connor. I’ll be looking through them until late, so if you
find anything text me right away. And, I guess I’ll see you tomorrow at school.
Goodnight, Joanna. Sleep well.’

Sleep well? What a stupid thing to say, of course she wasn’t going to sleep
well.

Pip backed out of the room with a strained, toothless smile, and hoped they
couldn’t read anything on her face, any imprint of the thought she’d just had.



The thought she’d had before she could stop herself, looking at the image of the
six coloured knives arranged in a line, her eyes circling the yellow one. The
thought that if you wanted to use one of those knives as a weapon, that’s the one
you would choose. The missing one.
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The missing knife:

Might be irrelevant, I’'m desperately hoping it is, otherwise this case has already taken a sinister turn I
don’t want to go down. But the timing does feel significant: that both Jamie and a knife from their house go
missing in the same week. How do you just lose a great big knife like that (a 6-inch chef ’s knife, the
website says) around the house? You don’t. It must have been taken out of the house at some point after
Wednesday evening.

Strange behaviour:

Attempting to steal money from Mum’s company is definitely out of character for the Jamie I know.
The Reynoldses say so too; he’s never stolen anything before. What was his plan — take the card to an ATM
and draw out the maximum amount of cash (Google says this can be between £250 — £500)? And why was
he so desperate for the money? Random thought: could this have anything to do with that women’s watch I
found in Jamie’s bedside table? It doesn’t look new, but maybe he bought it second-hand? Or could that
have been stolen, too?

And what did Jamie’s ‘life or death’ comment mean? I get chills thinking about it, looking back on it
from the other side of his disappearance. Was he talking about himself or someone else? (NB: buying a
second-hand women’s watch probably doesn’t fall under ‘life or death’.)

Not telling his family about losing his job doesn’t feel inherently suspicious to me. Of course he’d
want to cover up the reason he was fired, but it also makes sense he wanted to hide the fact he was jobless
again, given that so much of the tension between Jamie and his father has been about his non-committal
job-hopping, about not having enough ambition or drive.

On the topic of strange behaviour — where has Arthur Reynolds been all of today? OK, I understand he
doesn’t believe Jamie is really missing, that he’s likely run off after their big argument and will be back in a
few days completely fine. Past experience supports this theory. But if your wife and younger son are so
convinced something’s wrong, wouldn’t you start to entertain the possibility? It’s clear his wife is
distraught, even if Arthur doesn’t believe anything is wrong, wouldn’t he stick around to support her? He
still wants nothing to do with this investigation. Maybe he’ll change his mind soon, now we’ve passed the
forty-eight-hour mark.

Calamity party:

What was Jamie doing there? My working theory is that the ‘someone’ he saw is likely a person in my
year or the year below at school. Jamie spotted them at the memorial, and afterwards, he followed this
person as they walked (presumably with a group of friends) to Highmoor and the calamity party at Stephen
Thompson’s house. I suspect Jamie slipped inside (the sighting at 9:16 p.m.) and that he wanted to talk to
this ‘someone’ — why else follow them? At 9:38 p.m. I believe Jamie was watching ‘someone’ as they stood
near the fireplace. A photo at 9:29 p.m. shows nine identifiable people around the fireplace.

From Year 13: Elspeth Crossman, Katya Juckes, Struan Copeland, Joseph Powrie, Emma Thwaites,
and Aisha Bailey.

From Year 12: Yasmin Miah, Richard Willett and Lily Horton.

The photo doesn’t overlap with the Jamie sighting, but it’s the closest I have. I’ll find them all at
school tomorrow and see if they know anything.

Open leads:

® More photos / videos from calamity party being sent in — go through them.

® Hillary F. Weiseman —the only Hillary F. Weiseman I can find is the 84-year-old who died in Little



Kilton in 2006. Obit says she left behind one daughter and two grandsons, but I can’t find any other
Weisemans. Why was Jamie writing her name down within the last week and a half? What’s the

connection?

® Who was Jamie on the phone to at 10:32 p.m.? Long conversation — 30 mins+? Same person he’s

been texting / talking to in recent weeks? Not Nat da Silva.
® The identity of ‘someone’ and why Jamie followed them to calamity?

® Stealing money — why? Life or death?



MONDAY
3 DAYS MISSING
Sixteen

She didn’t sit at the front any more. That’s where she used to sit, in this
classroom, at this very time, when it was Elliot Ward standing at the front,
talking them through the economic effects of World War II.

Now it was Mr Clark, the new history teacher who’d come in after Christmas
to take Mr Ward’s place. He was young, maybe not even thirty yet, brown
feathered hair and a trimmed beard that was mostly ginger. He was eager, and
more than a little enthusiastic about his PowerPoint slide transitions. Sound
effects too. It was a bit too early on a Monday morning for exploding hand
grenades, though.

Not that Pip was really listening. She was sitting in the back corner. This was
her place now, and Connor’s was beside her: that hadn’t changed. Except he’d
been late in today, and now he was jiggling his leg as he sat there, also not
paying attention.

Pip’s textbook was standing up on her desk, open on page 237, but she
wasn’t actually taking notes. The textbook was a shield, hiding her from Mr
Clark’s eyes. Her phone was propped up against the page, earphones plugged in
and the cable tucked up the front of her jumper, the wire snaking down her
sleeve so the earphone buds rested in her hand. Fully disguised. It must have
looked to Mr Clark like Pip was resting her chin in her hand as she scribbled
down dates and percentages but really, she was scrolling through calamity party
files.

A new wave of emails with attachments had come in late last night and this
morning. Word must have started to spread about Jamie. But still no photos in
the location and time-window she needed. Pip glanced up: five minutes until the
bell, enough time to go through another email.

The next one was from Hannah Revens, from Pip’s English class.

Hey Pip, it said. Someone told me this morning you’re looking for Connor’s
missing brother and that he was at the calamity on Friday. This video is super
embarrassing — apparently I sent it to my boyfriend at 9:49 when I was already
super drunk — please don’t show it to anyone. But there’s a guy in the
background I don’t recognize. See you at school x

A prickle of nervous energy crawled up the back of Pip’s neck. The time
window, and a guy Hannah doesn’t recognize. This could be it: the break. She



thumbed on to the attached file and pressed play.

The sound blared into her ear: loud music, a horde of chattering voices,
bursts of jeering and cheering that must have come from the beer pong game in
the dining room. But this video was taken in the living room. Hannah’s face took
up most of the frame, pointing the phone down at herself from an outstretched
arm. She was leaning against the back of a sofa, opposite the one Jasveen was
sitting on at 9:38 p.m., the end of which was just visible in the background.

Hannah was alone, the dog filter from Instagram applied to her face, pointy
brown ears buried in her hair, following her as she swung her head around. The
new Ariana Grande song was playing, and Hannah was lip-synching to it. Very
dramatically. Air grabs and eyes screwed shut when the song demanded it.

This wasn’t a joke, was it? Pip kept watching, searching the scene behind
Hannah’s head. She recognized two of the faces back there: Joseph Powrie and
Katya Juckes. And judging by the positions of the sofas, they must have been
standing in front of the fireplace, which hadn’t quite made it into the shot. They
were talking to another girl with her back to the camera. Long dark straightened
hair, jeans. That could be dozens of people Pip knew.

The clip was almost finished, the blue line creeping along the progress bar
towards the end. Six seconds to go. And that’s when two things happened at the
exact same time. The girl with the long brown hair turned, started to walk away
from the fireplace, towards Hannah’s camera. Simultaneously, from the other
side of the frame, a person crossed towards her, walking quickly so all you really
catch is the blur of their shirt and a head floating above. A burgundy shirt.

As the two figures were about to collide, Jamie reached out to tap the girl on
the shoulder.

The video ended.

‘Shit,” Pip whispered into her sleeve, drawing Connor’s attention. She knew
exactly who that girl was.

“What?’ he hissed.

““Someone”.’

‘Huh?’

The bell rang and the metallic sound sliced right through her, making her
wince. Her hearing was always more sensitive on not-enough sleep.

‘In the hall,” she said, packing her textbook into her bag and disentangling
herself from the earphones. She stood up and shouldered her bag, missing
whatever homework task Mr Clark was assigning them.

Being at the back meant being last to leave, waiting impatiently for everyone
else to spill out of the classroom. Connor followed Pip into the corridor and she
guided him over to the far wall.



“What is it?’ Connor asked.

Pip unwound her earphones, jamming them one by one into Connor’s pointy
ears.

‘Ouch, be careful, would you?’ He closed his hands around his ears to keep
the sound in as Pip held up her phone for him and pressed play. A tiny smirk
flickered across his face. ‘Wow, that’s embarrassing,” he said after a few
seconds. ‘Is that why you wanted to show m—’

‘Obviously not,’ she said. ‘Wait for the end.’

And when it came, his eyes narrowed and he said, ‘Stella Chapman?’

“Yep.” Pip tugged the earphones out of his ears too hard, making him ouch
again. ‘Stella Chapman must be the “someone” he spotted at the memorial and
followed to the party.’

Connor nodded. ‘So what do we do now?’

‘Find her at lunch and talk to her. Ask how they know each other, what they
talked about. Why Jamie followed her.’

‘OK, good,” Connor said, and his face changed slightly, like the muscles
beneath had shifted, loosened. “This is good, right?’

“Yeah,’ she said, though good might not be the right word.

But at least they were finally getting somewhere.

‘Stella?’

‘Oh, hi,” Stella replied, mid-mouthful of Twix. She narrowed her brown
almond-shaped eyes, her perfect cheekbones made even sharper by the bronzer
she’d swiped over her tanned skin.

Pip had known exactly where to wait for her. They were locker neighbours,
Chapman just six doors over from Fitz-Amobi, and they greeted each other most
mornings, their hellos always book-ended by the awful screech of Stella’s locker
door. Pip was ready for it this time, as Stella opened the door and deposited
some books inside.

‘“What’s up?’ Stella’s eyes trailed away, over Pip’s shoulder to where Connor
was standing, boxing her in. He looked ridiculous, hands on his hips like he was
some kind of bodyguard. Pip flashed him an angry look until he stepped back
and relaxed.

“You on the way to lunch?’ asked Pip. ‘I was wondering if I could talk to
you about something.’

‘Er, yeah, I'm heading to the cafeteria. What’s wrong?’

‘Nothing,” Pip said, casually, walking Stella down the hall. ‘Just wondered
whether I could borrow you for a few minutes first. In here?’ Pip halted, pushing
open the door of a maths classroom she’d already checked was empty.

“Why?’ The suspicion was clear in Stella’s voice.



‘My brother’s missing,” Connor butted in, hands going to his hips again. Was
he trying to look intimidating? Because it wasn’t working for him at all. Pip
glared at him again; normally he was good at reading her eyes.

“You might’ve heard that I’'m looking into his disappearance?’ Pip said. ‘I
just have a few questions for you about Jamie Reynolds.’

‘I’'m sorry.” Stella shuffled uncomfortably, picking at the ends of her hair. ‘I
don’t know him.’

‘Bu—’ Connor started but Pip cut him off.

‘Jamie was at the calamity party on Friday. It’s currently the last time he was
seen,’ she said. ‘I’ve found a video in which Jamie comes over to talk to you at
the party. I just want to know what you talked about, how you know each other.
That’s all.’

Stella didn’t answer, but her face said everything she wouldn’t: her eyes
widened, lines disturbing her smooth forehead.

‘We really need to find him, Stella,” Pip said gently. ‘He could be in trouble,
real trouble, and anything that happened that night might help us work out where
he’s gone. It’s . . . it’s life or death,’ she said, refusing to look Connor’s way.

Stella chewed her lip, eyes spooling as she made up her mind.

‘OK,’ she said.

File Name:
A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder SEASON 2:
« | Interview with Stella Chapman.wav

Stereo, 44100Hz

32-bit float
Stella: Is this OK?
Pip: Yes, great, I can hear you perfectly. So can we just go over how you know Jamie
Reynolds?
Stella: I...um,Idon’t...know him.
Connor: [INAUDIBLE]
Pip: Connor, you can’t talk while we’re recording.
Connor: [INAUDIBLE]
Stella: Um...I...I...

Pip: Actually, Connor, why don’t you go on ahead to lunch? I’ll see you there.
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[INAUDIBLE]

Oh no, really, I insist. Connor. I’ll meet you there. Go on. Oh, close the door please.
Thank you. Sorry about that, he’s just worried about his brother.

Yeah, that’s OK, I get it. I just didn’t want to talk about his brother right in front of him,
y’know? It’s weird.

I understand. It’s better this way. So, how do you know Jamie?

I really don’t know him. At all. That time on Friday, that was the first time I ever spoke
to him. I didn’t know who he was until I saw the posters on my way to school this morning.

Let me play this clip for you. Ignore Hannah’s face. You see, in the background, you
walk away from Katya and then Jamie comes over to you.

Yeah, he did. It was, um . . . strange. Really strange. I think there must have been a
misunderstanding or something. Or he was confused.

What do you mean? What did he want to talk to you about?

Well, like you can see there, he tapped me on the shoulder, so I turned to him and he
said, ‘Leila, it’s you.” And so I was like, ‘No, I’'m Stella.” But he carried on, he was like:
‘Leila, it’s really you,” and he wasn’t listening when I said, ‘No, that’s not me.’

Leila?

Yeah. He was pretty insistent so then I was like, ‘Sorry, I don’t know you,” and began to
walk away and he said something like, ‘Leila, it’s me, Jamie. I almost didn’t recognize you
because you’ve changed your hair.” So, I was really confused at this point. And he also
looked really confused, and then he asked me what I was doing at a high-school party
anyway. By this point he was freaking me out a bit, so I said to him, ‘I’m not called Leila,
my name’s Stella and I don’t know who you are or what you’re talking about. Leave me
alone or I'll scream.” And then I walked away. That was it. He didn’t say anything else or
follow me. He actually looked really sad when I left, but I don’t know why. I still don’t
understand what was going on, what he meant. If it was some like weird creepy pick-up
tactic, I dunno. He’s older, right?

Yes, he’s twenty-four. So wait, let me get this straight: he calls you Leila, multiple
times, saying, ‘It’s me, Jamie,” when you don’t seem to recognize him. Then he comments
that you’ve changed your hair —

Which I haven’t, my hair’s been the same since, like, forever.
Right, and then he also asks you: “What are you doing at a high-school party?’
Yeah, basically those exact words. Why? What are you thinking?

Stella . . . on your social media, like on Insta, do you have a lot of pictures of yourself?
Like selfies, or photos where it’s just you in the shot?

Well, yeah, I do. Most of them. What’s wrong with that?

Nothing. How many photos have you posted of just you?

I don’t know, loads. Why?

How many followers do you have?

Not that many. Around eight hundred-ish? Why, Pip? What’s wrong?

I, um, I think . . . it sounds to me like Jamie might have been talking to a catfish.
A catfish?

Someone who’s been using your photos, calls themselves Leila.

Oh. You know, that actually makes a lot of sense, now you’ve said it. Yeah, it definitely
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seemed as though Jamie thought he knew me, and the way he was talking like he expected
me to know him too. As if we’d spoken many times before. Clearly never in real life, though.

Yes. And if it is a catfish, maybe they’ve edited your photos somehow, hence the
‘changed your hair’ comment. I think Jamie spotted you at the memorial, well . . . he spotted
who he thought was Leila, and it was the first time he’d seen her in real life, but he was
confused because you looked different. I think he then followed you when you walked to the
calamity party, waiting for an opportunity to speak to you. But he was also confused about
why you were there, at a high-school party, hanging round with eighteen-year-olds, so I’'m
guessing this Leila told him she was older, in her twenties.

Yes, that makes total sense. That all fits. A catfish. That’s so obvious now. Oh god, I
feel bad about what I said, now I know he wasn’t trying to be creepy. And he looked so
crushed afterwards. He must have worked it out, right? Realized then that Leila wasn’t real,
that she’d been lying to him?

Seems like it.
So, he’s missing now? Like missing missing?

Yeah, he’s missing missing. Right after he found out someone’s been catfishing him.



Subject: Sighting of Jamie Reynolds

Dear Pippa Fitz-Amobi

Hello, my name’s Harry Scythe. I’'m a big fan of your podcast
— great job with the first season! So I live in Kilton and currently
work at the bookshop (where I’'m emailing from now). I was
working Friday afternoon and after we closed up, me and a few
work friends went to the memorial — didn’t really know Andie or
Sal, but it’s nice to show up, I think. And then we went to my
mate’s house on Wyvil Road for some takeaway / beers.

Anyway, when we were leaving at the end of the night, I’'m
pretty sure we saw your guy, Jamie Reynolds, walking past. I’'m
like, 98% sure it was him, and since seeing your posters up this
morning, I spoke to my friends and they think it was him too.
So I thought I should let you know ASAP. Me and two of my
friends who were also there are working now, so feel free to
contact us / come in and talk, if this information is at all useful
to your investigation.

Yours sincerely,

Harry



Seventeen

The Book Cellar stood out along the high street. It always had done, as far
back as Pip could remember. And not just because it had been her favourite
place to go, dragging her mum in by the arm when she needed just one more
book. But quite literally: the owner had painted the outside of the shop a bright,
cheerful purple, where the rest of the street was uniform in its clean white
facades and black criss-crossing timber beams. Apparently, it had caused quite
the uproar ten years ago.

Connor was lagging behind Pip on the pavement. He still wasn’t quite on
board with this whole catfish theory, as he’d phrased it. Even when she pointed
out that, in Connor’s own words, Jamie had been on his phone all the time in
recent weeks.

‘It fits everything we know so far,” she carried on, eyeing the bookshop up
ahead. ‘Late-night phone calls. And he’s been protective about no one seeing his
screen, which makes me think that his relationship with this Leila, this catfish, is
a romantic one. Jamie was probably feeling vulnerable after the whole Nat da
Silva situation; it’s easy to see how he might fall for someone online. Especially
someone using Stella Chapman’s photos.’

‘I guess. Just not what I expected.” Connor dipped his head into his
shoulders, a gesture that could either have been a nod or a shrug.

It wasn’t the same, doing this with Connor. Ravi knew just what to say, what
to pick out, how to push her into thinking clearly. And he jumped with her, hand
in hand, into even her wildest conclusions. They just worked like that, teased out
the best in each other, knowing when to talk and when to just be there. Ravi was
still at the courthouse, but she’d called him earlier, after Stella’s interview. He’d
been waiting around for Max’s defence to start because the prosecution had just
rested, and they’d talked through it all together — Jamie, Leila — until it all fit.
But this was the third time she’d run the explanation by Connor, and each time
he’d shrugged, making the doubts creep into Pip’s mind. There wasn’t time for
doubts, so Pip tried to outrun them, hurrying along the pavement as Connor
struggled to keep up.

‘It’s the only explanation that fits the evidence we have,’ she said. ‘Hunches
have to follow the evidence, that’s how this works.” She turned her attention to
The Book Cellar, drawing to a stop before the door. “When we’re finished here
with this potential sighting, we’ll go back to mine and see if we can find this
Leila online and confirm the theory. Oh,’ she turned to him, ‘and let me do the
talking, please. It works better that way.’

“Yeah fine,’ he said. ‘I said sorry about the Stella thing.’



‘I know. And I know you’re just worried.” She softened her face. ‘Just leave
it to me. That’s what I'm here for.’

A bell tinkled above the glass door as Pip pushed her way in. She loved the
smell inside here, an ancient kind of smell, stale and timeless. You could get lost
in here, a labyrinth of dark mahogany bookshelves signposted by gold metal
letters. Even as a child, she’d always found herself in front of the Crime shelves.

‘Hi,” came a deep voice from behind the counter. And then: ‘Oh, it’s you.
Hi.’

The guy at the till side-stepped the desk and moved towards them across the
shop floor. He looked out of place here, as tall as the very highest shelves and
almost as wide, his arms thick with muscle, and his near-black hair tied back
from his face in a small bun.

‘I’'m Harry,’ he said, holding his hand out to Pip. ‘Scythe,” he clarified when
she shook it. “The one who emailed you.’

“Yes, thank you so much for that,” Pip said. ‘I came as soon as I could, we
ran out after final bell.” A floorboard creaked under Connor’s feet. ‘This is
Connor Reynolds, Jamie’s brother.’

‘Hello,” Harry said, pivoting the outstretched hand to Connor now too. ‘I’'m
sorry about your brother, man.’

Connor mumbled a few half-words.

‘Could I ask you about what you saw on Friday night?’ Pip asked. “Would
you mind if I record us?’

“Yeah, yeah, that’s fine. Hey, Mike,’ he called to a guy restocking shelves at
the back. ‘Go get Soph from the office! All three of us were there when we saw
him,” he explained.

‘Perfect. And could I set up the microphones here?’ She gestured to the desk,
beside the till.

‘Sure, sure, it’s always quiet from four till closing anyway.” Harry cleared a
pile of brown paper bags so Pip could set her rucksack down. She pulled out her
laptop and the two USB microphones.

Soph and Mike appeared from the back office. Pip had always been so
curious about what was back there, the sort of wonder that dies a little more each
year you grow older.

They swapped new hellos and introductions and Pip instructed the three
Book Cellar employees to gather around one microphone. She had to raise theirs
up on a stack of books to compensate for Harry’s height.

When everyone was ready, Pip pressed record and nodded pointedly. ‘So,
after the memorial, Harry, you said you went to someone’s house. Where was
that?’



‘It was my house,’ said Mike, scratching his beard too hard, making the blue
audio line spike on Pip’s screen. He looked older than the other two, in his
thirties at least. ‘On Wyvil Road.’

“Whereabouts do you live?’

‘It’s number fifty-eight, halfway up where the road bends.’

She knew exactly where he meant. ‘OK, so you all spent the evening
together?’

“Yep,” Soph said. ‘Us and our friend, Lucy. She’s not in today.’

‘And did you all leave Mike’s house at the same time?’

“Yeah, I was driving,” said Harry. ‘I dropped Soph and Lucy home on my
way.’

‘OK,’ Pip said, ‘and do any of you remember what time exactly you left the
house?’

‘It was, like, 11:45ish, wasn’t it?” Harry said, glancing at his friends. ‘I tried
to work it back from the time I got home.’

Mike shook his head. ‘Think it was just before that. I was already in bed at
11:45, ’cause I looked at my phone to set my alarm. I went straight up after
seeing you lot off and it only takes me five minutes to get ready, so I’'m thinking
it was closer to 11:40.

‘11:407? That’s great, thank you,’ Pip said. ‘And can you tell me about seeing
Jamie? Where was he? What was he doing?’

‘He was walking,” Harry said, pushing back some flyaway strands of hair.
‘Quite fast . . . with purpose, I mean. He was on the pavement on Mike’s side of
the road, so he crossed only a few feet behind us. He didn’t even glance at us.
Seemed totally focused on wherever he was going.’

“Which direction was he going in?’

‘Up Wyvil Road,’ said Mike, ‘away from the centre of town.’

‘Did he go all the way up Wyvil Road? Or could he have turned off, say,
down Tudor Lane or somewhere?’ she asked, holding her headphones to her ears
and glancing back to check Connor was OK. He was watching intently, eyes
tracking every spoken word.

‘Don’t know,” Harry said. “We didn’t see him after he passed us, we went
the other way to my car. Sorry.’

‘And are you certain it was Jamie Reynolds?’

“Yeah, I’m pretty sure it was him,” Soph spoke up, leaning instinctively
towards the microphone. ‘There was no one else walking around at that time, so
I sort of noticed him more, if that makes sense. I knew it when Harry showed me
your poster. I walked out the front door first, saw Jamie walking towards us and
then I turned around to say bye to Mike.’



‘“What was he wearing?’ Pip asked. It wasn’t a test, exactly, but she had to be
sure.

‘He had on a dark red, purply kind of shirt,” Soph said, looking for
confirmation in her friends’ eyes.

“Yeah, burgundy colour,” Harry said. ‘Jeans. Trainers.’

Pip unlocked her phone, scrolling to the clear photo of Jamie from the
memorial. She held it up, and Soph and Harry nodded. But only Soph and Harry.

‘I dunno,’” Mike said, stretching out one side of his mouth in a sort of wince.
‘I could’ve sworn he was wearing something darker. I mean, I only looked at
him for a couple of seconds, and it was dark. But I thought he was wearing
something with a hood. Lucy thinks so too. And I swear I couldn’t see his hands
because they were in pockets, like jacket pockets. If he was just wearing a shirt,
then where were his hands? But I got to the door last, so I only really saw the
back of him.’

Pip flipped her phone back, looking again at Jamie. ‘This is what he was
wearing when he disappeared,’ she said.

‘Ah, guess I just didn’t get a proper look,” Mike conceded, shuffling a half
step back.

“That’s OK,’ she smiled reassuringly. ‘It’s hard to remember small details
you don’t know will later become significant. Can you remember anything else
about Jamie? His demeanour?’

‘Nothing that really stuck out,” Harry said, speaking across Soph. ‘Guess I
noticed he was breathing pretty hard. But he just looked like a guy in a hurry to
be somewhere.’

In a hurry to be somewhere. Pip’s mind replayed those words, adding her
own: and now he was nowhere.

‘OK.” She clicked stop on the recording. ‘Thank you all so much for your
time.’



Eighteen

Pip returned to the scrap of paper in her hand, running her eyes over the list
she’d scribbled half an hour ago:

Leila

Leyla

Laila

Layla

Leighla

Lejla

“This is impossible,” Connor said, sitting back from Pip’s desk in defeat, in a
chair she’d borrowed from the kitchen.

Pip spun impatiently in her own chair, letting the breeze disturb the list in her
hand. ‘Annoying our catfish chose a name with so many bloody variant
spellings.” They’d tried searching the name on Facebook and Instagram, but
without a last name — or even knowing the proper form of the first name — the
search results were numerous and useless. Nor had reverse image-searching all
of Stella Chapman’s Instagram photos led anywhere. Clearly Leila’s versions
had been manipulated enough that the algorithm couldn’t locate them.

“We’re never going to find her,” Connor said.

There was a faint triple-knock at her bedroom door.

‘Go away,’ Pip said, scrolling down a page of Leighlas on Instagram. The
door skittered open and Ravi stood there, lips pursed in affront, one eyebrow
raised.

‘Oh, not you.” Pip looked up, a smile breaking across her face. ‘I thought it
was Josh again. Sorry. Hi.’

‘Hi,” Ravi said, an amused half smile on his face as he raised both brows in
greeting to Connor. He walked over to the desk and sat up beside the laptop,
resting one foot on Pip’s chair, tucking it in under her thigh.

‘How was the rest of trial today?’ Pip looked up at him as he wriggled his
toes against her leg in a hidden hello that Connor couldn’t see.

‘It was OK.” He narrowed his eyes to look at what they were doing on her
screen. ‘Final victim gave her testimony this morning. And they presented Andie
Bell’s burner phone to try prove it was Max who regularly bought Rohypnol
from her. Then the defence kicked off after lunch break, called Max’s mum to
the stand first.’

‘Oh, how’d that go?’ asked Pip.

‘Epps asked her about Max’s childhood, when he almost died of leukaemia
aged seven. His mum talked about his bravery during the illness, how sensitive



and caring and sweet he was. How quiet and shy Max was in school after the all-
clear because he’d been held back a year. How he’s carried these traits into
adulthood. She was quite convincing,’ he said.

‘Well, T think that’s because she is quite convinced that her son isn’t a
rapist,” Pip said. ‘Epps is probably ecstatic, that’s like hitting the goldmine.
What’s better than childhood cancer to humanize your client?’

‘My thoughts exactly,” Ravi said. “We’ll record the update later, yeah? What
are we doing now, looking for the catfish? That’s not how you spell Leyla,” he
added, pointing.

‘It’s one of the many ways,’ Pip sighed. “We’re hitting blanks here.’

“What about the sighting from the bookshop guy?’ Ravi asked.

“Yeah, I think it’s legit,” she said. ‘11:40 walking halfway up Wyvil Road.
Four eyewitnesses.’

‘Well,” Connor said quietly, ‘they didn’t agree on everything.’

‘No?’ Ravi said.

‘Slight conflicting accounts on what Jamie was wearing,” Pip said. ‘Two saw
him in the burgundy shirt, two thought he’d been wearing something like a
hoodie instead.” She turned to Connor. ‘Small inconsistencies in eyewitness
accounts are normal. Human memory isn’t infallible. But four people swearing
they saw your brother with otherwise matching accounts, we can trust that.’

‘11:40,” Ravi thought aloud, ‘that’s over an hour from the last sighting. And
it doesn’t take over an hour to walk from Highmoor to Wyvil Road.’

‘No, it doesn’t.” Pip picked up his thread. ‘He must have stopped somewhere
in between. And I’m betting it has something to do with Layla.’

“You think so?’ Connor asked.

‘He speaks to Stella at the calamity,” Pip said. ‘Finds out

Leyla has been catfishing him. He’s next seen outside with his phone, where
he appears agitated and mentions calling the police. He had to be calling his
Laila, confronting her with what he’d just found out. Jamie would have felt
betrayed, upset, hence George’s description of his behaviour. What happens
afterwards, wherever Jamie was going, it has to be relevant to that. To Leighla.’

‘She’s had to explain that more than once, I can tell,” Ravi said
conspiratorially to Connor. ‘Heads up: she hates doing that.’

‘I’'m learning,” Connor said.

Pip flashed Ravi an angry look. At least he could read her eyes, reacting right
away. ‘She’s also, annoyingly, always right, so . . .’

‘Right, next plan,” Pip said. ‘Make a Tinder profile.’

‘T just said you were always right,” Ravi replied, voice shrill and playful.

“To catch a catfish.” She whacked him on the knee. “We’re not going to find



Laila by blindly searching that name. At least on Tinder we can narrow down the
search field by location. From Stella’s interview, it didn’t seem that Jamie was
surprised at seeing Leyla in Little Kilton, just specifically at the calamity party.
That makes me think she told him she was local, they’d just never met up IRL
because, well . . . catfish.’

She downloaded the Tinder app on her phone and set about making a new
profile, her thumb hovering over the name box.

“What name should we go for?’ Ravi said.

Pip looked up at him, the question already in her eyes.

“You want to put me on a dating site?’ he asked. “You’re a weird kind of
girlfriend.’

‘It’s just easier because I already have photos of you. We’ll delete the profile
right after.’

‘Fine,” Ravi smirked. ‘But you can’t use this to win any future arguments.’

‘Right,” Pip said, typing in the bio now. ‘Enjoys mannish things like football
and fishing.’

‘Aha,’ Ravi said, ‘catfishing.’

“You two,” Connor remarked, flicking his eyes between them like he was
watching a tennis match.

Pip clicked through settings to alter the preferences. ‘Let’s keep it local,
within a three-mile radius. We want it to show us women,’ she said, tapping the
slider button beside that option. ‘And the age range . . . well, we know Jamie
thought she was older than eighteen, so let’s put the range between nineteen and
twenty-six?’

“Yep, sounds good,” Connor said.

‘OK.’ Pip saved the settings. ‘Let’s fish.’

Ravi and Connor huddled forward, watching over her shoulders as she
swiped left through the potential matches. Soph from the bookshop was on there.
And then a few swipes later so was Naomi Ward, grinning up at them. ‘We
won’t mention that to her,” Pip said, continuing, moving Naomi’s photo aside.

And there it was. She wasn’t expecting it so soon; it crept up on her and she
almost swiped past it, her thumb stalling just before it hit the screen.

Layla.

‘Oh my god,’ she said. ‘Layla, with an A-Y. Twenty-five. Less than a mile
away.’

‘Less than a mile away? Creepy,” Connor said, shuffling closer for a better
look.

Pip scrolled through the four photos on Layla’s profile. They were pictures
of Stella Chapman, stolen from her Instagram, but they’d been cropped, flipped



and filtered. And the main difference: Layla’s hair was ash blonde. It was done
well; Layla must have played with the hue and layers on Photoshop.

‘Reader. Learner. Traveller,” Ravi read from her bio. ‘Dog-Lover. And
above all other things: Keen Breakfaster.’

‘Sounds approachable,’ Pip said.

“Yeah, she’s right,’ said Ravi. ‘Breakfast is the best.’

‘It is a catfish, you were right,” Connor spluttered over a sharp intake of
breath. ‘Stella — but blonde. Why?’

‘Blondes have more fun, apparently,” Pip said, flicking through Layla’s
photos again.

‘Well, you’re brunette and you actively hate fun, so yeah. True fact,” said
Ravi, affectionately scratching the back of Pip’s head.

‘Aha.” She pointed to the very bottom of the bio, where it said: Insta
@LaylaylaylaM. ‘Her Instagram handle.’

‘Go to it,” Connor said.

‘I am.” She swapped over to the Instagram app and typed the handle into the
search bar. Stella’s edited face peered up at them from the top result and Pip
clicked on the profile.

Layla Mead. 32 posts. 503 followers. 101 following.

Most of the photos were ones taken from Stella’s page, her hair now a
natural ashy blonde but the same piercing smile and perfect hazel eyes. There
were other photos without Stella; an over-filtered shot of the pub in Little Kilton,
looking quaint and inviting. And further down, a photo of the rolling fields near
Ravi’s house, an orange setting sun clinging to the sky above.

Pip scrolled down to check the very first post, a photo of Stella / Layla
cuddling a beagle puppy. She’d captioned it: Overhaul: new aesthetic oh and . . .
puppy!

“The first post was uploaded on February 17th.’

‘So that’s when Layla was born,” Ravi said. ‘Just over two months ago.’

Pip looked at Connor and this time, he was able to read what she was going
to say before she did.

“Yes,” he said. ‘That fits. My brother must have started talking to her mid-
March, that’s when his mood changed and he seemed happier again, always on
his phone.’

‘A lot of followers in that time. Ah — she checked down the list of followers
— ‘Jamie’s on here. But most of them look like bots or inactive accounts. She
probably bought her followers.’

‘Layla does not mess around,” Ravi said, typing at Pip’s computer, now in
his lap.



‘Hold on,’ Pip said, fixating on another name in Layla’s followers. ‘Adam
Clark.” She stared at Connor, both widening their eyes in recognition.

Ravi picked up on the exchange. “What?’ he asked.

“That’s our new history teacher,” Connor said as Pip clicked the name to
double-check it was him. His profile was set to private, but the display picture
was clearly him, a wide smile with small Christmas baubles attached to his
ginger-flecked beard.

‘I guess Jamie isn’t the only person Layla’s been talking to,” Pip said. ‘Stella
doesn’t take history and Mr Clark’s new, so maybe he wouldn’t know he’s
talking to a catfish, if he is talking to her.’

‘Aha,” Ravi said, spinning the laptop on the heel of his hand. ‘Layla Mead
has a Facebook too. The very same pictures, the first also posted February 17th.’
He turned the screen back to read on. ‘She did a status update that day saying:
New account because I forgot the password for my old one.’

‘A likely story, Layla,” said Pip, returning to Layla’s page and Stella-not-
Stella’s glittering smile. “We should try to message her, right?’ She wasn’t really
asking, and both of them knew that. ‘She’s the person most likely to know what
happened to Jamie. Where he is.’

“You think she’s definitely a she?’ Connor asked.

‘I mean, yeah. Jamie’s been speaking on the phone to her.’

‘Oh, right. What are you going to message her, then?’

‘Well . . .” Pip chewed her lip, thinking. ‘It can’t come from me, or Ravi, or
the podcast. Or even you, Connor. If she has anything to do with Jamie, she
might know how we’re connected to him, looking into his disappearance. I think
we have to be careful, approach her as a stranger just looking to talk. See if we
can gradually work out who she really is, or what she knows about Jamie.
Gradually. Catfish don’t like to be rumbled.’

‘We can’t just make a new account, though, she’d be suspicious seeing zero
followers,’ said Ravi.

‘Damn you’re right,” Pip muttered. ‘Um ...’

‘I have an idea?’ Connor said, phrasing it like a question, the end of the
sentence climbing up and away, abandoning him below. ‘It’s, well, I have
another Instagram account. An anonymous one. I’m, um, I’m into photography.
Black and white photography,’ he said with an embarrassed shrug. ‘Not people,
it’s like birds and buildings and stuff. Never told anyone ’cause I knew Ant
would just take the piss.’

‘Really?’ Pip said. “That could work. How many followers?’

‘A good amount,” he said, ‘and I don’t follow any of you guys so no
connection there.’



‘That’s perfect, good thinking,” she smiled, holding out her phone. ‘Could
you sign in on mine?’

“Yeah.’ He took it, tapping away at her keyboard and handing it back.

‘An.On.In.Frame,’ she read out the account’s name, eyes sweeping down the
first row of his grid, no further, in case he didn’t want to share. “These are really
good, Con.’

“Thank you.’

She re-navigated her way back to Layla Mead’s profile and clicked on the
message button, bringing up an empty private message page and an input box,
waiting for her.

‘OK, what do I say? What vocabulary do strangers typically use when they
slide into the DMs?’

Ravi laughed. ‘Don’t ask me,’ he said. ‘I never DM-slid, even before you.’

‘Connor?’

‘Um. I don’t know, maybe we should just go with a Hey, how are you?’

“Yeah, that works,” Ravi said. ‘Innocent enough until we know how she likes
to talk to people.’

‘OK,’ Pip said, typing it in, trying to ignore that her fingers were shaking.
‘Should I go for the flirty Heyy, double Ys?’

“Y-not,” Ravi said, and she knew immediately the pun he was attempting.

‘Right. Everyone ready?’ She looked at them both. ‘Shall I press send?’

“Yes,” Connor said, while Ravi shot her a finger gun.

Pip faltered, thumb hovering over the send button, reading back her words.
She ran them through her mind until they sounded misshapen and nonsensical.

Then she took a breath, and pressed send.

The message jumped up to the top of the page, now encased in a greyed-out
bubble.

‘I did it,” she said, exhaling, dropping the phone in her lap.

‘Good, now we wait,” Ravi said.

‘Not for long,” Connor said, leaning over to look at the phone. ‘It says seen.’

‘Shit,” Pip said, raising the phone again. ‘Layla’s seen it. Oh my god.” And
as she watched, something else appeared. The word typing . . . on the left side of
the screen. ‘She’s typing. Fuck, she’s already typing.” Her voice felt tight and
panicked, like it had outgrown her throat.

‘Calm down,’ Ravi said, jumping down so he could watch the screen too.

typing . . . disappeared.

And in its place: a new message.

Pip read it and her heart dropped.

Hello Pip, it said.



That was all it said.

‘Fuck.” Ravi’s grip stiffened on her shoulder. ‘How did she know it was
you? How the fuck did she know?’

‘I don’t like this,” Connor said, shaking his head. ‘Guys, I’m getting a bad
feeling about this.’

‘Shhh,” Pip hissed, though she couldn’t hear if either of them were still
talking, not over the hammering that now filled her ears. ‘Layla’s typing again.’

typing . . .

And it disappeared.

typing . . .

Again, it disappeared.

typing . . .

And the second message appeared in a white box below.

You’re getting closer : )



Nineteen

Her throat closed in on her, trapping her voice inside, cornering the words
until they gave up and scattered away. All she could do was stare at the
messages, unravel them and put them back together until they made some kind
of sense.

Hello Pip.

You’re getting closer : )

Connor was the first to find words. “What the fuck does that mean? Pip?’

Her name sounded strange, like it didn’t belong to her, had been stretched
out of shape until it no longer fit. Pip stared at those three letters, unrecognizable
in the hands of this stranger. This stranger who was less than a mile away.

‘Um,’ was all she had to offer.

‘She knew it was you,” Ravi said, his voice coaxing Pip back to herself. ‘She
knows who you are.’

“What does “You’re getting closer” mean?’ Connor asked.

“To finding Jamie,’ Pip said. Or finding out what happened

to Jamie, she thought to herself, which sounded almost the same but was
very, very different. And Layla knew. Whoever Layla was, she knew everything,
Pip was sure of that now.

“That smiley face, though.” Ravi shivered; she felt it through his fingers.

The shock had receded now, and Pip jumped into action. ‘I need to reply.
Now,’ she said, typing out: Who are you? Where’s Jamie? There was no point
pretending any more, Layla was one step ahead.

She pressed send but an error box appeared instead.

Unable to send message. User not found.

‘No,” Pip whispered. ‘Nononono.’ She thumbed back to Layla’s page but it
was no longer there. The profile picture and bio still displayed, but the grid was
gone, replaced by the words No Posts Yet and a banner of User not found at the
top of the app. ‘No,” Pip growled in frustration, the sound raw and angry in her
throat. ‘She’s disabled her account.’

“What?’ Connor said.

‘She’s gone.’

Ravi hurried back over to Pip’s laptop, refreshing Layla Mead’s Facebook
page. The page you requested was not found. ‘Fuck. She’s deactivated her
Facebook too.’

‘And Tinder,’ Pip said, checking the app. ‘She’s gone. We lost her.’

A quietness settled over the room, a quietness that wasn’t the absence of
sound, it was its own living thing, stifling in the spaces between them.



‘She knows, doesn’t she?’ Ravi said, his voice gentle, skimming just above
the quiet instead of breaking through. ‘Layla knows what happened to Jamie.’

Connor was holding his head, shaking it again. ‘I don’t like this,” he said,
speaking to the ground.

Pip watched him, transfixed by the movement of his head. ‘I don’t either.’

It was a fake smile, the one she put on for her dad later as she walked Ravi
towards the front door.

‘Done with your trial update, pickle?’ he asked, clapping Ravi gently on the
back; her dad’s way of saying goodbye reserved just for him.

“Yeah. Just uploaded it,” Pip said.

Connor had gone home over an hour ago, after they’d run out of ways of
asking each other the same questions. There was nothing more they could have
done tonight. Layla Mead was gone, but the lead wasn’t dead. Not entirely.
Tomorrow at school Pip and Connor would ask Mr Clark what he knew about
her, that was the plan. And tonight, once Ravi was gone, Pip would record about
what had just happened, finish editing the interviews, and then it would go out
later tonight: the first episode of season two.

“Thanks for dinner, Victor,” Ravi said, turning to give Pip one of their hidden
goodbyes, a slight scrunching of his eyes. She blinked back at him and he
reached for the catch on the front door, pulling it open.

‘Oh,” someone said, standing on the step right outside, fist floating in the air
ready to knock.

‘Oh,” Ravi replied in turn, and Pip leaned to see who it was. Charlie Green,
from four doors down, his rusty-coloured hair pushed back from his face.

‘Hi, Ravi, Pip,” Charlie said with an awkward wave. ‘Evening, Victor.’

‘Hello, Charlie,” Pip’s dad said in his bright, showy-offy voice, that booming
one that always switched on in front of someone he considered a guest. Ravi had
outgrown guest a while ago into something more, thank god. ‘How can we help
you?’

‘Sorry to disturb,” Charlie said, a slight nervous edge to his voice and his
pale green eyes. ‘I know it’s getting late, and it’s a school night, it’s just...” He
trailed off, locking on to Pip’s eyes. “Well, I saw your missing poster in the
newspaper, Pip. And, I think I have some information about Jamie Reynolds.
There’s something I should show you.’

Twenty minutes, her dad agreed, and twenty minutes was all it would take,
Charlie had said. Now Pip and Ravi were following him down the darkened
street, the orange streetlamps grafting monstrous, overstretched shadows to their
feet.

“You see,” Charlie said, glancing back at them as they walked up the gravel



path to his front door, ‘Flora and I, we have one of these doorbell cameras.
We’ve moved around a lot, used to live in Dartford and while there we had a few
breakins. So we installed the camera, for Flora’s peace of mind, and it came with
us here, to Kilton. I thought there’s no harm in having extra security, no matter
how nice the town, you know?’

He pointed the camera out to them, a small black device above the existing
faded brass doorbell. ‘It’s motion-detected, so it’ll be recording us right now.’
He gave it a small wave as he unlocked the door and showed them inside.

Pip already knew this house, from when Zach and his family lived here,
following Charlie into what used to be the Chens’ front playroom, but now it
looked like an office. There were bookshelves and an armchair beneath the bay
windows at the front. And a wide white desk against the far wall, two large
computer monitors upon it.

‘Here,” Charlie said, pointing them towards the computer.

‘Nice set-up,’ said Ravi, checking the screens like he had a clue what he was
talking about.

‘Oh, I work from home. Web design. Freelance,’ he said in explanation.

‘Cool,’ said Ravi.

“Yeah, mostly because I get to work in my pyjamas,’ Charlie laughed. ‘My
dad would probably say, “You’re twenty-eight now, get a real job”.’

‘Older generations,” Pip said disapprovingly, ‘they just don’t understand the
allure of pyjamas. So, what did you want to show us?’

‘Hello.” A new voice entered the room, and Pip turned to see Flora in the
doorway, hair tied back and a smudge of flour down the front of her oversized
shirt. She was holding a Tupperware stacked four rows high with flapjack
squares. ‘I just baked these, for Josh’s class tomorrow. But I wondered if you
guys were hungry. No raisins, I promise.’

‘Hi Flora,” Pip smiled. ‘I’m actually OK, thank you.” Her appetite still hadn’t
quite returned; she’d had to force dinner down.

But a wide crooked smile appeared on Ravi’s face as he sauntered over to
Flora and picked up a flapjack from the middle, saying, ‘Yes please, these look
amazing.’

Pip sighed: Ravi liked anyone who fed him.

‘Have you shown them, Charlie?’ Flora asked.

‘No, I was just getting to it. Come look at this,” he said, wiggling the mouse
to bring life back to one of the screens. ‘So, like I was saying, we have this
doorbell camera, and it starts recording whenever it detects motion, sends a
notification to the app on my phone. Whatever it records, it uploads to the Cloud
for seven days before it’s wiped. When I woke up last Tuesday morning, I saw a



notification on my app from the middle of the night. But I went downstairs and
checked and everything looked fine, nothing out of place or missing, so I
presumed it was just a fox setting off the camera again.’

‘Right,” Pip said, moving closer as Charlie navigated through his files.

‘But, yesterday, Flora noticed something of hers was missing. Can’t find it
anywhere, so I thought I’d check the doorbell footage, just in case, before it got
wiped. I didn’t think there’d be anything on it, but . . .” He double-clicked on a
video file and it opened in a media player. Charlie clicked it into full screen and
then hit play.

It was a 180-degree view of the front of their house, down the garden path to
the gate they’d just come through, and over to the bay windows from the rooms
either side of the front door. Everything was green, all light greens and bright
greens, set against the darker green of the night sky.

‘It’s night vision,” Charlie said, watching their faces. ‘This was taken at 3:07
a.m. Tuesday morning.’

There was movement by the gate. Whatever it was had set the camera off.

‘Sorry, the resolution’s not great,’ said Charlie.

The green shape moved up the garden path, growing blurry arms and legs as
it neared the camera. And as it walked right up to the front door, it grew a face, a
face she knew, except for the absent black pinpoints for eyes. He looked scared.

‘I don’t know him, and I only saw his picture in the Kilton Mail today, but
that’s Jamie Reynolds, isn’t it?’

‘It is,” Pip said, her throat constricting again. “What’s he doing?’

‘Well, if you look to the window on the left, that’s the one in here, this
room,” Charlie pointed to it on screen. ‘I must have had it open during the day,
for a breeze, and maybe I thought I closed it properly. But look, it’s still open,
just a couple of inches from the bottom.’

As he said that, the green Jamie on screen noticed it too, bending down in
front of it and creeping his fingers in under the gap. You couldn’t see the back of
his head; he had a dark hood pulled up over his hair. Pip watched Jamie pull at
the window, sliding it up until the gap was large enough.

‘“What’s he doing?’ Ravi asked, leaning closer to the screen too, the flapjack
a thing of the past. ‘Is he breaking in?’

The question become redundant a half second later as Jamie lowered his
head and climbed through the window, slipping his legs in behind him, leaving
just an empty dark green opening into the house.

‘He’s only in the house for a total of forty-one seconds,” Charlie said,
skipping the video to the point where Jamie’s lighter green head re-emerged at
the window. He dragged himself outside, landing on one unsteady foot. But he



looked the same as before he’d gone in: still scared, nothing in his hands. He
turned back to the window, leaning into his elbows as he pushed it closed, right
down to the sill. And then he walked away from the house, his steps breaking
into a run as he reached the gate and disappeared into the engulfing all-green
night.

‘Oh,’ Pip and Ravi said together.

‘We only found this yesterday,” Charlie said. ‘And we discussed it. It’s my
fault for leaving the window open. And we’re not going to go to the police and
press charges or anything, seems like this Jamie guy has enough on his plate as it
is. And what he took, well, what we think he took, it wasn’t that valuable, only
sentimental value, so -’

‘“What did he take?’ Pip asked, her eyes flicking to Flora, instinct pulling her
gaze to the empty spaces at Flora’s wrists. “What did Jamie steal from you?’

‘My watch,” Flora said, putting the box of flapjacks down. ‘I remember
leaving it in here the weekend before last, because it kept catching on the book I
was reading. I haven’t seen it since. And it’s the only thing missing.’

‘Is this watch rose gold with light pink leather straps, metal flowers on one
side?’ Pip asked, and immediately Charlie and Flora’s eyes snapped to each
other in alarm.

“Yes,” Flora said. “Yes, that’s exactly it. It wasn’t that expensive, but Charlie
bought it for our first Christmas together. How did you . . .’

‘I’ve seen your watch,’ Pip said. ‘It’s in Jamie Reynolds’ bedroom.’

‘O-oh,’ Charlie stuttered.

‘I can make sure it’s returned to you, right away.’

“That would be great, but no rush,’ Flora smiled kindly. ‘I know you must be
very busy.’

‘But the strange thing is —” Charlie crossed the room, past a watchful Ravi,
over to the window Jamie had climbed through just a week ago — ‘why did he
take only the watch? It’s clearly not expensive. And I leave my wallet in this
room, with cash in. There’s my computer equipment too, none of that is cheap.
Why did Jamie ignore all the rest of that? Why just a watch that’s almost
worthless? In and out in forty seconds and just the watch?’

‘I don’t know, that is strange,” Pip said. ‘I can’t explain it. I’m so sorry, this .
. .” she cleared her throat, ‘this isn’t the Jamie I know.’

Charlie’s eyes fell to the bottom ledge of the window, where Jamie’s fingers
had snuck through. ‘Some people are pretty good at hiding who they really are.’
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Twenty

Jamie Reynolds is clearly dead.

The words jumped in and out of focus as Connor held the phone in front of
her eyes.

‘Look,’ he said, his voice quivering, maybe with the effort of keeping up
with her down this corridor, maybe with something else.

‘I have,” Pip said, slowing to divert around a group of chittering year sevens.
‘“What was the one very important rule I gave you, Con?’ She looked over at
him. ‘Never read the comments. Ever. OK?’

‘I know,’ he said, going back to his phone. ‘But that’s a reply to your tweet
with the episode link, and it’s already got one hundred and nine likes. Does that
mean one hundred and nine people really think my brother’s dead?’

‘Connor -’

‘And there’s this one, from Reddit,” he carried on, not listening to her. “This
person thinks that Jamie must have taken the knife from our house on Friday
evening, to defend himself, therefore he must have known someone would try to
attack him.’

‘Connor.’

‘“What?’ he said defensively. ‘You read the comments.’

“Yes, I do. In case there are any tips, or someone has spotted something I
missed. But I know that the vast majority are unhelpful and that the internet is
full of morons,’ she said, skipping up the first set of stairs. ‘Did you see Jamie
carrying a dirty great knife around at the memorial? Or in any of the photos from
the calamity? No. Because he couldn’t have, he was wearing just a shirt and
jeans. Not many places to hide a six-inch blade.’

“You get quite a few trolls, huh?’ Connor followed her as she pushed through
the double doors on to the history floor. ‘I killed Jamie and I’ll kill you too, Pip.’

A student in the year below was just passing when he said that. She gasped,
mouth open in shock, hurrying away from them in the other direction.

‘I was just reading something out,” Connor called to explain, giving up as the
girl disappeared through the opposite doors.

‘Right.” Pip stopped outside Mr Clark’s classroom, looking through the glass
in the door. He was there, sitting at his desk even though it was break time. She
guessed he was new enough that an empty classroom was still more welcoming




than the staff room. ‘Come with me, but if I give you the eyes, that means you
need to leave. Got it?’

“Yes, I get it now,” Connor said.

Pip opened the door and gave Mr Clark a small wave.

He stood up. ‘Hello Pip, Connor,’ he said brightly, fidgeting like he wasn’t
sure what to do with his hands. One went to his wavy brown hair, the other
settling in his pocket. “What can I do for you both? Is this about the exam?’

‘Um, it’s actually about something else.” Pip leaned against one of the tables
at the front of the classroom, resting the weight of her rucksack.

“What is it?” Mr Clark said, his face changing, features rearranging beneath
his heavy brows.

‘I don’t know if you’ve heard, but Connor’s brother, Jamie, went missing
last Friday and I’'m looking into his disappearance. He was an ex-pupil here.’

“Yes, yes I saw that in the town newspaper yesterday,” Mr Clark said. ‘I’'m
very sorry, Connor, that must be very hard for you and your family. I’m sure the
school counsellor would -’

‘So,” Pip cut him off; there were only fifteen minutes left of break, and time
wasn’t something she had to spare. “We’re investigating Jamie’s disappearance
and we’ve traced a lead to a particular individual. And, well, we think you might
know this individual. Might be able to give us some information on her.’

‘Well, I...Idon’t know if I’'m allowed . ..’ he spluttered.

‘Layla Mead.’ Pip said the name, watching Mr Clark’s face for a reaction.
And he gave her one, though he tried to wrestle with it, shake it off. But he
hadn’t been able to hide that flash of panic in his eyes. ‘So you do know her?’

‘No.” He fiddled with his collar like it was suddenly too small for him.
‘Sorry, I’ve never heard that name before.’

So, he wanted to play it that way, did he?

‘Oh, OK,’ Pip said, ‘my mistake.” She stood up, heading towards the door.
Behind her, she heard Mr Clark breathe a sigh of relief. That’s when she
stopped, turned back. ‘It’s just,” she said, scratching her head like she was
confused, ‘it’s strange, then.’

‘Sorry?’ said Mr Clark.

‘I mean, it’s strange that you’ve never heard the name Layla Mead before,
when you follow her on Instagram and have liked several of her posts.” Pip
looked up at the ceiling, like she was searching for an explanation. ‘Maybe you
forgot about that?’

‘I...1,’ he stammered, watching Pip warily as she stepped forward.

“Yeah, you must have forgot about it,” she said. ‘Because I know you
wouldn’t intentionally lie about something that could help save an ex-pupil’s



life.

‘My brother,” Connor chimed in, and Pip hated to admit it, but his timing
was perfect. And that glassy, imploring look in his eyes too: spot on.

‘Um, I . .. I don’t think this is appropriate,” Mr Clark said, a flush of red
appearing above his collar. ‘Do you know how strict they are now, after
everything with Mr Ward and Andie Bell? All these safeguarding measures, I
shouldn’t even be alone with any student.’

‘Well, we aren’t alone.” Pip gestured to Connor. ‘And the door can stay wide
open, if you want. All I care about is finding Jamie Reynolds alive. And to do
that, I need to you to tell me everything you know about Layla Mead.’

‘Stop,” Mr Clark said, the red creeping above his beard into his cheeks now.
‘I am your teacher, please stop trying to manipulate me.’

‘No one’s manipulating here,’ Pip said coolly, glancing back at Connor. She
knew exactly what she was about to do, and that pit in her stomach knew too,
reflooding with guilt. Ignore it, just ignore it. ‘Although I do wonder whether
you knew Layla was using the photos of a current student here at Kilton: Stella
Chapman?’

‘I didn’t know that at the time,” he said, voice dipping into whispers. ‘I don’t
teach her, I only worked it out a few weeks ago when I saw her walking down
the hall, and that was already after me and Layla had stopped talking.’

‘Still,” Pip pulled a face with gritted teeth, sucking in a breath between them.
‘I wonder if that would get you into hot water if anyone found out.’

‘Excuse me?’

‘Here’s what I suggest,’ she said, replacing her expression with an innocent
smile. “You record an interview with me in which I use a plug-in to distort your
voice. Your name will never be mentioned and I’ll bleep out any information
that might potentially identify you. But you tell me everything you know about
Layla Mead. If you do that, I'm sure no one will ever find out anything you
wouldn’t want them to.’

Mr Clark paused for a moment, chewing the inside of his cheek, glancing at
Connor as though he could help. ‘Is that blackmail?’

‘No sir,” Pip said. ‘It’s just persuasion.’
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So, let’s start with how you and Layla met.

[DISTORTED] We never met. Not in real life.

Right, but what was your first online communication? Who initiated contact? Did
you match on Tinder?

No, no, I’m not on there. It was Instagram. I have my account set to private so that
[ BEEP 1. One day, I think near the end of February, this woman
Layla requested to follow me. I checked out her profile, thought she looked nice, and
clearly she was local to Little Kilton because she had photos from around town. And I’d
only been living here a couple of months then and hadn’t really had the chance to meet
any people outside of [--BEEP--]. I thought it might be nice to get to know someone
new, so I approved her and followed her back. Liked a couple of her photos.

Did you start messaging each other directly?

Yes, I got a DM from Layla, something like, ‘Hey, thanks for following me back.’
Said she thought she recognized me, asked if I lived in Little Kilton. I’'m not going to go
into all the particulars of our conversations, by the way.

Yes, I understand. So, to clarify, the nature of your and Layla’s conversations,
would you say they were . . . romantic? Flirtatious?

OK, no need to answer. Loud and clear. I don’t want you to recount every
conversation, I just want to know anything Layla said that might help me identify who
she really is. Did you ever have a phone conversation with her?

No. Only on Instagram. And really, we only spoke on and off for a few days. A
week at most. It wasn’t a big deal.

Did Layla tell you where she lives?

Yes, Little Kilton. We didn’t get to the point of swapping addresses, obviously. But
she seemed to have local knowledge, talked about drinking in the King’s Head.

Did she tell you anything else about herself?

Said she was twenty-five. That she lived with her dad and she worked in HR
somewhere in London but she was signed off work sick at the moment.

Sick? With what?
I didn’t ask. We hardly knew each other, that would have been rude.

Seems like a classic catfish line to me. Did you suspect she wasn’t who she said
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she was at any time?

No. No idea, not until I saw Stella Chapman [ BEEP ] and I was
very shocked that I’d been catfished. At least it hadn’t gone on long at all.

So, you only spoke for a week? What kind of things did you talk about? The clean
stuff.

She asked me a lot of questions about myself. A lot, in fact. I found it quite
refreshing to meet someone so interested in me.

Really? What kinds of things did she ask?

It wasn’t like she was interviewing me or anything, her questions all occurred
naturally during conversation. Right at the start she wanted to know how old I was,
asked me directly. I told her I was twenty-nine, and then she asked when I would turn
thirty, and if I had any plans yet for the big birthday. She was chatty like that. Nice. And
she was interested in my family too, asked if I still lived with any of them, if I had
siblings, how my parents were. She would sort of avoid answering when I returned
those questions, though. Seemed more interested in me. Made me think she didn’t have
such a good home life.

It seems like you two were getting on well, why did you stop messaging after a
week?

She stopped messaging me. It felt completely out of the blue to me.
She ghosted you?

Yes, embarrassingly. I kept messaging after, like, ‘Hello? Where’ve you gone?’
And nothing. Never heard from her again.

Do you have any idea why she ghosted? Anything you might’ve said?

Don’t think so. I know what the last thing I said to her was, before she disappeared.
She’d asked me what I did for a living, and so I replied and told her that I was a [-----
BEEP-----] at the [----BEEP----]. And then that was it, she never replied. I guess maybe
she’s one of those people who doesn’t want to go out with a [--BEEP--]. Maybe she
feels like she can do better, or something.

I know you didn’t know she was a catfish at the time, but looking back now, did
Layla let anything slip, any clues about her real identity? Her age? Any out-of-date
slang she might have used? Did she mention Jamie Reynolds to you? Or any other
people she interacts with in real life?

No, nothing like that. I believed she was exactly who she told me she was. No
slips. So, if she’s a catfish, then I guess she’s a pretty damn good one.



Twenty-One

Connor wasn’t eating. He pushed the food around his plate, scoring deep
lines through the untouched pasta with the points of his plastic fork.

Zach had noticed too; Pip accidentally caught his eye across the table as she
watched Connor sitting there silently in the deafening cafeteria. It was the
comments, she knew. Strangers on the internet with their theories and their
opinions. Jamie Reynolds must be dead. And: He’s definitely been murdered —
seems he kind of deserved it, though. Pip told Connor to ignore them, but it was
clear he couldn’t, their words skulking around him, leaving their mark.

Cara was sitting beside her, close enough that her elbow occasionally nudged
Pip’s ribs. She’d picked up on Connor’s silence too, hence her attempt to bring
up Connor’s favourite topic: Area 51 conspiracies.

The only ones who hadn’t noticed were Ant and Lauren. Ant was supposed
to be Connor’s best friend, but he had his back turned to him, side-straddling the
bench as he and Lauren huddled and giggled about something. Pip couldn’t say
she was surprised. Ant hadn’t seemed all that concerned about Connor yesterday
either, only bringing Jamie up once. She knew it was an awkward situation and
most people struggled with what to talk about, but you say sorry at least once.
It’s just what you do.

Lauren snorted at whatever Ant had whispered and Pip felt a flash of
something hot under her skin, but she bit her lip and talked it down. This wasn’t
the time to pick a fight. Instead she watched as Cara pulled a KitKat from her
bag and slowly slid it across the table, into Connor’s eyeline. It broke his trance
and he looked at her, the corners of his mouth twitching in a small, passing smile
as he abandoned the fork and reached out to accept her offering.

Cara passed that same smile on to Pip. She looked tired. Three nights had
gone by, three nights that Pip had been too busy to call her, to talk her to sleep.
Pip knew she must be lying awake; the tint beneath Cara’s eyes told her that.
And now they told her something else, widening and gesturing up just as
someone behind Pip tapped her on the shoulder. She swivelled and looked up to
see Tom Nowak standing there with an awkward wave. Lauren’s ex-boyfriend;
they’d broken up last summer.

‘Hi,” he said, over the din of the cafeteria.

‘Urgh,” Lauren immediately butted in. Oh, so now she paid attention. ‘What
do you want?’

‘Nothing,” Tom said, shaking his long hair out of his eyes. ‘I just need to talk
to Pip about something.’

‘Sure,” Ant charged in now, sitting up as tall as he could, crossing one arm in



front of Lauren to grip the table. ‘Any excuse to come over to our table, right?’

‘No, it’s . . .” Tom trailed off with a shrug, turning back to Pip. ‘I have some
information.’

‘No one wants you here. Go away,” Ant said, and an amused smile spread
across Lauren’s face as she threaded her arm through his.

‘I’'m not talking to you,” Tom said. He looked back at Pip. ‘It’s about Jamie
Reynolds.’

Connor’s head jerked up, his eyes blinking away that haunted look as he
focused on Pip. She held up her hand and nodded, gesturing for him to stay put.

‘Oh, sure,” Ant said with a sneer.

‘Wind it in, will you, Ant.” Pip stood up and shouldered her heavy bag. ‘No
one’s impressed, except Lauren.” She climbed over the plastic bench and told
Tom to follow her as she headed towards the doors to the courtyard outside,
knowing Connor would be watching them go.

‘Let’s talk over here,” she said outside, gesturing to the low wall. It had
rained that morning and the bricks were still a little wet as she sat down, soaking
into her trousers. Tom spread out his jacket before joining her. ‘So, what
information do you have about Jamie?’

‘It’s about the night he went missing,” Tom said with a sniff.

‘Really? Have you listened to the first episode? I released it last night.’

‘No, not yet,” he said.

‘T only ask because we’ve built up a timeline of Jamie’s movements last
Friday. We know he was at the calamity party from 9:16 p.m. and left the area
around 10:32 p.m., if that’s where you saw him.” Tom stared at her blankly.
‘What I mean is, I already have that information, if that’s what you were going
to say.’

He shook his head. ‘Er, no, it’s something else. I wasn’t at the calamity
party, but I saw him. After that.’

“You did? After 10:32?° And suddenly Pip was hyperaware: the shrieking
year ten boys playing football, a fly that had just landed on her bag, the wall
pressing into her bones.

“Yes,” Tom said. ‘It was after that.’

‘How long after?’

‘Um, maybe fifteen minutes, or twenty,” he screwed up his face in
concentration.

‘So, around 10:50 p.m.?’ she asked.

“Yeah. That sounds about right.’

Pip sat forward, waiting for Tom to carry on.

He didn’t.



‘And?’ she said, starting to grow annoyed despite herself. “‘Where were you?
Where did you see him? Was it somewhere near Highmoor, where the party
was?’

“Yeah, it was that road, um, what’s it called . . . oh, Cross Lane,’ he said.

Cross Lane. Pip only knew one person who lived down Cross Lane, with a
bright blue door and an angled front path: Nat da Silva and her parents.

“You saw Jamie on Cross Lane at 10:50 p.m.?’

“Yeah, I saw him, in a burgundy shirt and white trainers. I pacifically
remember that.’

“That’s what he was wearing, specifically,” she said, wincing at Tom’s
butchering of the word. “Why were you there at that time?’

He shrugged. ‘Just going home from a friend’s house.’

‘And what was Jamie doing?’ Pip asked.

‘He was walking. Walked past me.’

‘OK. And was he on the phone when he walked past you?’ she said.

‘No, don’t think so. No phone.’

Pip sighed. Tom wasn’t making this very easy for her.

‘OK, what else did you see? Did it look like he was heading somewhere?
Maybe a house?’

“Yeah,” Tom nodded.

“Yeah, what?’

‘A house. He was walking to a house,’ he said. ‘Like maybe halfway up the
lane.’

Nat da Silva’s house was about halfway up, Pip’s thoughts intruded,
demanding her attention. She felt a thrumming in her neck as her pulse picked
up. Palms growing sticky, and not from the rain.

‘How do you know he was heading to a house?’

‘Because I saw him. Go into a house,’ he said.

‘Inside?’ The word came out, louder than she’d intended.

“Yes.” He sounded exasperated, like she was the one making this difficult.

“Which house?’

‘Ah,” Tom said, scratching his hair, switching the parting to the other side.
‘It was late, I wasn’t looking at the numbers. Didn’t see.’

‘Well, can you describe what the house looked like at all?” She was gripping
the wall now, fingertips grazing against it. “What colour was the front door?’

‘Um,’ he looked at her. ‘I think it was white.’

Pip exhaled. She sat back from him, unhooked her fingers and dropped her
gaze. Not Nat da Silva’s house, then. Good.

‘Wait,” Tom said suddenly, eyes settling on her again. ‘Actually no, I don’t



think it was white. No, I remember now . . . it was bl-blue. Yeah, blue.’

Pip’s heart reacted immediately, a beating in her ears, quick couplets that
almost sounded like: Nat-da Sil-va, Nat-da Silva, Nat-da Sil-va.

She forced her mouth shut, and reopened it again to ask: ‘“White-bricked
house? Vine on one side?’

Tom nodded, more life in his face now. ‘Yeah, that’s the one. I saw Jamie
going into that house.’

‘Did you see anyone else? Who was at the door?’

‘No. Just saw him go in.’

Into Nat da Silva’s house.

That had been the plan after all, for Jamie to go to Nat’s house after the
memorial. That’s what he’d told Connor. That’s what Nat had said to Pip.
Except she also said he never turned up. That the last time she saw him was
when he walked away from her into the crowd to find ‘someone’.

But Tom saw Jamie going into her house at 10:50 p.m. After the calamity
party.

So, somebody was lying here.

And who would have reason to?

“Tom,’ she said. “Would you mind if we went over this again, in a recorded
interview?’

‘Sure. No problem.’
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Twenty-Two

Pip tried not to look. She averted her eyes, but there was something about the
house that dragged them right back. It could never be just a normal house, not
after everything it had seen. It felt almost otherworldly, as though death clung to
the air around it, making it shimmer in a way a house shouldn’t, with its crooked
roofline and stippled bricks swallowed by ivy.

The Bells’ house. The place where Andie had died.

And through the window into the living room, Pip could see the back of
Jason Bell’s head, the TV flickering at the other end. He must have heard their
footsteps on the pavement outside because just then he snapped his head around
and stared. He and Pip made eye contact for just a moment, and Jason’s gaze
soured when he recognized her. Pip recoiled and dropped her eyes as they
carried on, leaving the house behind. But she still felt marked in some way by
Jason’s eyes.

‘So,” Ravi said, unaware; clearly he hadn’t felt the same need to look at the
house. ‘You got this idea from someone on Reddit?’ he asked as they walked up
the road where it wound up to the church on top of the hill.

“Yeah, and it’s a good theory,’ Pip said. ‘I should’ve thought of it.’

‘Any other good tips since the ep went out?’

‘Nah,’ she said, the effort of the steep hill breaking up her voice as they
wound around a corner and the old church appeared in the distance, nestled
among the tree tops. ‘Not unless you count the “I saw Jamie in a McDonalds in
Aberdeen” tip. Or the one who saw him in the Louvre in Paris, apparently.’

They crossed the pedestrian bridge over the fast-moving road below, the
sound of the cars like a rushing inside her ears.

‘OK,’ she said, as they neared and the churchyard split into two on either
side of the building, the wide path separating them. ‘The Redditor thinks the
“left” in the note might refer to left-hand side. So let’s check this way.” She led
Ravi off the path and on to the long stretch of grass to the left that wrapped
around the hill. Everywhere you looked were flat marble plaques and standing
gravestones in wavering rows.

‘“What’s the name, Hillary . . . ?’ asked Ravi.

‘Hillary F. Weiseman, died 2006.” Pip narrowed her eyes, studying the
graves, Ravi beside her.

‘So, you think Nat da Silva lied to you?’ he asked between reading names.

‘Don’t know,’ she said. ‘But they can’t both be telling the truth; their
accounts totally contradict each other. So either Nat da Silva or Tom Nowak is
lying. And I can’t help but think that Nat would have more reason to. Maybe




Jamie did go to her house for a bit that night, and she just didn’t want to say so
in front of her boyfriend. He seems quite scary.’

“What’s his name again? Luke?’

‘Eaton, yeah. Or maybe she just didn’t want to tell me she saw Jamie
because she doesn’t want to be involved. I didn’t exactly treat her well last time.
Or she could be lying because she’s involved somehow. I got this weird feeling
when I spoke to them about where they were Friday night, like I wasn’t getting
the full story.’

‘But Jamie was seen alive and well on Wyvil Road almost an hour after that.
So if he did go to Nat’s, he was fine when he left.’

‘I know,’ she said. ‘So then why lie about it? What is there to hide?’

‘Or Tom could be lying,” Ravi said, bending down to get a closer look at the
faded letters on a plaque.

‘He could be,” she sighed. ‘But why? And how could he have known that
that house belonged to someone who’s . . . well, a person of interest?’

“You going to talk to Nat again?’

‘Not sure.” Pip wound down another row of graves. ‘I should, but I’'m not
sure she’ll talk to me again. She really hates me. And this week is hard enough
for her anyway.’

‘I could go?’ Ravi said. ‘Maybe when Max’s trial is over.’

“Yeah, maybe,’ Pip replied, but the thought that Jamie might still be missing
by then made something in her sink. She quickened her pace. ‘We’re going too
slowly. Let’s split up.’

‘No but I really really like you.’

And Pip could feel his smirk, even though she wasn’t looking at him.

‘“We are in a graveyard. Behave.’

“They can’t hear,’ he said, ducking from her frown. ‘OK fine, I’ll check this
way.’ He traipsed up and over to the far side of the yard, starting at the other end
to work back to her.

Pip lost him after a few minutes, behind an unkempt hedgerow, and it was
like she was alone. Standing here in this field of names. There was no one else
around; it was dead-of-night quiet, even though it was only six o’clock.

She reached the end of another row, no sign of Hillary, when she heard a
shout. Ravi’s voice was faint as the wind carried it away from her, but she could
see his waving hand above the hedges and hurried over to him.

“You found it?’ she said, breathless now.

‘In loving memory of Hillary F. Weiseman,’ he read out, standing over a
black marble plaque with gold lettering. ‘Died 4th October 2006. Beloved
mother and grandmother. You will be missed dearly.’



“That’s her,” Pip said, looking around. This part of the graveyard was almost
closed in, sheltered by a row of hedges on one side and a cluster of trees on the
other. ‘It’s well covered here. You can’t really be seen from any side, apart from
the path up there.’

He nodded. “Would make a good secret meeting spot, if that’s what it was.’

‘But with who? We know Jamie never met Layla in real life.’

‘“What about those?’ Ravi pointed down to a small bouquet of flowers, laid
beside Hillary’s grave.

They were dried out and dead, petals flaking away as Pip closed her fingers
around the plastic packaging. ‘Clearly left here several weeks ago,” she said,
spotting a small white card in the middle of the flowers. Blue ink bled down the
paper, from the rain, but the imprints of the words were still legible.

‘Dear Mum, Happy Birthday! Miss you every day. Love from Mary, Harry
and Joe,’ she read out to Ravi.

‘Mary, Harry and Joe,” Ravi said thoughtfully. ‘Do we know them?’

‘No,” she said. ‘But I looked on the electoral register and couldn’t find
anyone living in Kilton now with the surname Weiseman.’

“They probably aren’t Weisemans then.’

They heard a scuffling set of footsteps on the gravel path above, drawing
closer. Pip and Ravi spun on their heels to see who it was. Pip felt a tightening in
her chest, like she’d been caught somewhere she shouldn’t, as she watched the
man cross into view from behind the canopy of wind-shivering willow. It was
Stanley Forbes, and he looked just as shocked to see them, flinching with a sharp
intake of breath when he spotted them there, hiding in the shadows.

‘Crap, you scared me,’ he said, holding one hand to his chest.

‘Are you allowed to say “crap” near a church?’ Ravi smiled, immediately
breaking the tension.

‘Sorry,” Pip said, dead flowers still in her hand. “What are you doing here?’
A perfectly fair question, she thought; there was no one else in the graveyard
except them, and they weren’t exactly here for ordinary reasons.

‘’'m er . ..” Stanley looked taken aback. ‘I’m here to talk to the vicar about a
story for next week’s paper. Why? Why are you here?’ He returned the question,
squinting so he could read the grave they were standing at.

Well, he’d caught them, Pip might as well give it a go. ‘Hey Stanley,’ she
said, ‘you know most people in town, right? Because of the newspaper. Do you
know the family of a woman called Hillary Weiseman, daughter called Mary,
and maybe two sons or grandsons called Harry and Joe?’

He narrowed his eyes, like this was one of the stranger things he’d ever been
asked after bumping into two people lurking in a graveyard. “Well, yes, I do. So



do you. That’s Mary Scythe. The Mary who volunteers at the paper with me.
Those are her sons, Harry and Joe.’

And as he said that, something clicked in Pip’s head.

‘Harry Scythe. Does he work at The Book Cellar?’ she asked.

“Yeah, I think he does,” Stanley said, shuffling his feet. ‘Does this have
something to do with that disappearance you’re looking into, Jamie Reynolds?’

‘It might.” She shrugged, reading something like disappointment on his face
when she didn’t elaborate. Well, sorry; she didn’t want a small-town volunteer
journalist chasing the story too, getting in her way. But maybe that wasn’t
entirely fair; Stanley had printed the missing poster in the Kilton Mail like she’d
asked, and it had brought people to her with information. ‘Um,’ she added, ‘I
just wanted to say thank you for printing that notice in the paper, Stanley. You
didn’t have to, and it’s really helped. So, yeah. Thanks. For that.’

“That’s OK,’ he smiled, looking between her and Ravi. ‘And I hope you find
him. I mean, I’m sure you will.” He rolled up one sleeve to look at the time. ‘I
better go, don’t want to keep the vicar waiting. Um. Yeah. OK. Bye.” He flashed
them a small awkward wave, down by his waist, and walked off towards the
church.

‘Harry Scythe was one of the witnesses on Wyvil Road,’ Pip told Ravi in a
hushed tone, watching Stanley walk away.

‘Hubh, really?’ Ravi said. ‘Small town.’

‘It is,” Pip said, laying the dead flowers back by Hillary’s grave. ‘It is a small
town.” She wasn’t sure if this meant anything other than that. And she wasn’t
sure that coming here had explained anything about that scrap of paper in
Jamie’s bin, other than he possibly came here to meet someone, here under these
same shadows. But it was too unclear, too vague to be a proper lead.

‘Come on. We should get the trial update done and out of the way,” Ravi
said, taking her hand, winding his fingers between hers. ‘Also, I can’t believe
you actually said thank you to Stanley Forbes.” He pulled a face at her, like he
was frozen in shock, eyes crossing over each other.

‘Stop.” She nudged him.

“You actually being nice to someone.” The stupid face continued. “Well
done. Gold star for you, Pip.’

‘Shut up.’



Twenty-Three

The Reynoldses’ house stared her down, the top windows yellow and
unblinking. But only for a second before the door swung inwards and Joanna
Reynolds appeared in the crack.

“You’re here.” Joanna ushered Pip inside as Connor appeared down the hall.
“Thanks for coming straight away.’

‘That’s OK.” Pip shrugged off her bag and shoes. She and Ravi had just
finished recording the new update on Max Hastings’ trial — discussing two
witnesses for the defence, Max’s male friends from university — when Joanna
had called.

‘It sounded urgent?’ Pip said, looking between the two of them. She could
hear the sounds of the television behind the closed door to the living room.
Presumably Arthur Reynolds was inside, still refusing to have anything to do
with this. But Jamie had been gone for four days now, when would his dad
relent? Pip understood: it’s hard to climb back out of the hole once you’ve dug
in your heels. But surely he was starting to worry?

“Yes, it is, I think.” Joanna gestured for Pip to follow her down the hallway,
turning to climb the stairs behind Connor.

‘Is it his computer?’ Pip asked. ‘Did you manage to get on?’

‘No, not that,” she said. “We’ve been trying. Tried more than seven hundred
options now. Nothing.’

‘OK, well I emailed two computer experts yesterday, so we’ll see what they
say.” Pip moved up the stairs, trying not to catch Joanna’s heels. ‘So, what’s
wrong?’

‘I’ve listened to the first episode you released last night, several times
already,” Joanna spoke quickly, growing breathless halfway up the steps. ‘It’s
the interview you did with the eyewitnesses from the bookshop, the ones who
saw him on Wyvil at 11:40. There was something nagging at me about that
interview, and I finally realized what it was.’

Joanna led her into Jamie’s chaotic bedroom, where Connor had switched on
the light, waiting for them.

‘Is it Harry Scythe?’ Pip asked. ‘Do you know him?’

Joanna shook her head. ‘It’s that part where they talked about what Jamie
was wearing. Two witnesses thought they saw him in the burgundy shirt, the one
we know he left the house in. But those were the first two to see him, as Jamie
would have been walking towards them. The other two witnesses got to the door
after, when Jamie would have already passed. So, they saw him from behind.
And they both thought that maybe he wasn’t wearing a burgundy shirt, maybe he




was wearing something darker, with a hood, and pockets because they couldn’t
see Jamie’s hands.’

“Yes, there is that discrepancy,” Pip said. ‘But that can happen with small
details in eyewitness accounts.’

Joanna’s eyes were alight now, burning a path across Pip’s face. ‘Yes, and
our instinct was to believe the two who saw him in the shirt, because that’s what
we presumed Jamie was wearing. But what if it’s the other two who are right,
the ones who saw him in a black hoodie? Jamie has a black hoodie,” she said,
‘one with a zip. He wears it all the time. If it was undone, maybe from the front
you wouldn’t see much of it and would focus on the shirt beneath.’

‘But he wasn’t wearing a black hoodie when he left the house on Friday,’ Pip
said, looking to Connor. ‘And he wasn’t carrying it with him, didn’t have a
rucksack or anything.’

‘No, he definitely didn’t have it on him,” Connor stepped in. ‘“That’s what I
said at first. But . . .” He gestured back to his mum.

‘But —’ Joanna picked it up — ‘I’ve looked everywhere. Everywhere. In his
wardrobe, his drawers, all these piles of clothes, his laundry basket, the ironing
pile, the cupboards in our room, Connor’s and Zoe’s. Jamie’s black hoodie isn’t
here. It’s not in the house.’

Pip’s breath stalled in her chest. ‘It’s not here?’

‘We’ve, like, triple-checked everywhere it could be,” said Connor. ‘Spent the
last few hours searching. It’s gone.’

‘So, if they’re right,” Joanna said, ‘if those two eyewitnesses are right, and
they saw Jamie wearing a black hoodie, then . . .’

‘Then Jamie came back home,” Pip said, and she felt a cold shiver,
wandering the wrong way past her stomach, filling the hollows of her legs.
‘Between the calamity party and the sighting on Wyvil Road, Jamie came back
home. Back here,” she said, looking around the room with new eyes: the hectic
piles of clothes strewn about, maybe when Jamie had been frantically searching
for the hoodie. The smashed mug by his bed, maybe that happened by accident,
in his haste. The missing knife downstairs. Maybe, if Jamie was the one who
took it, maybe that’s the real reason he returned home.

“Yes, exactly,” Joanna said. ‘That’s what I was thinking. Jamie came home.’
She said it with such hope in her voice, such undisguised wanting, her little boy
back home, like the part that came after couldn’t ever take that away from her;
that he’d then left again and disappeared.

‘So if he did come back and take his hoodie,” Pip said, avoiding any mention
of the missing knife, ‘it must have been between, say, 10:45 p.m., after walking
back from Highmoor, and 11:25ish, because it would’ve taken at least fifteen



minutes to get halfway down Wyvil.’

Joanna nodded, hanging on her every word.

‘But . . .” Pip stopped herself, and restarted, directing the question at Connor.
It was easier that way. ‘But didn’t your dad get home from the pub around
11:15?’

Joanna answered anyway. ‘Yes, he did. About then. Obviously, Arthur didn’t
see Jamie at all, so Jamie must have come and gone before Arthur got back.’

‘Have you asked him about that?’ Pip said tentatively.

‘Asked him what?’

‘About his movements that night?’

“Yes, of course,” Joanna said bluntly. ‘He got back from the pub around
11:15, as you said. No sign of Jamie.’

‘So, Jamie must have come back earlier, right?’ Connor asked.

‘Right,” Pip said, but that’s not what she was thinking at all. She was
thinking that Tom Nowak said he saw Jamie going into Nat da Silva’s house on
Cross Lane at 10:50 p.m. And was there time to do both? Visit Nat, walk home
and leave again? No, not really, not without Jamie’s time window overlapping
with Arthur’s. But Arthur said he was home at 11:15 and hadn’t seen Jamie.
Something wasn’t adding up here.

Either Jamie didn’t go to Nat’s at all, came home earlier and left before
11:15 when his dad got home. Or Jamie did go to Nat’s, briefly, then walked
home, coinciding with the time his dad was back and Arthur just hadn’t noticed
Jamie was there, or when he left. Or Arthur did notice, and for some reason he
was lying about it.

‘Pip?’ Joanna repeated.

‘Sorry, what was that?’ Pip said, out of her head and back inside the room.

‘I said, when I was looking for Jamie’s black hoodie, I found something
else.” Joanna’s eyes darkened as she approached Jamie’s white laundry basket. ‘1
looked through here,’ she said, opening the lid and retrieving an item of clothing
from the top. ‘And this was about halfway down.’

She held it up by the seams on the shoulders to show Pip. It was a grey
cotton jumper. And down the front, about five inches below the collar, were
drops of blood, dried to a reddish brown. Seven stains in all, each one smaller
than a centimetre. And a long smear of blood on the cuff of one sleeve.

‘Shit.” Pip stepped forward to get a better look at the blood.

“This is the jumper he wore on his birthday,” Joanna said, and indeed Pip
recognized it from the missing posters all over town.

“You heard him sneak out late that night, didn’t you?’ Pip asked Connor.

“Yeah.’



‘And he didn’t accidentally hurt himself at home that evening?’

Joanna shook her head. ‘He went into his bedroom and he was fine. Happy.’

“These look like the blood dripped from above, it’s not spatter,” Pip said,
circling her finger in front of the jumper. “The sleeve looks like it was wiped
against a source of blood.’

‘Jamie’s blood?’ The colour had gone from Joanna’s face, drained away to
somewhere unseen.

‘Possibly. Did you notice if he had any cuts or bruises the next day?’

‘No,’ Joanna said quietly. ‘Nowhere I could see.’

‘It could be someone else’s blood,” Pip thought aloud and immediately
regretted it. Joanna’s face folded, collapsing in on itself as a lone tear escaped
and twisted around the contours of her cheeks.

‘I’m sorry, Joanna,’ Pip said. ‘I shouldn’t have s—’

‘No, it’s not you,’ Joanna cried, carefully placing the jumper back on top of
the basket. Two more tears broke free, racing each other to her chin. ‘It’s just
this feeling, like I don’t even know my son at all.’

Connor went to his mum, folded her into a hug. She had shrunk again, and
she disappeared inside his arms, sobbing into his chest. An awful, raw sound that
hurt Pip just to hear it.

‘It’s OK, Mum,’ Connor whispered down into her hair, looking to Pip, but
she also didn’t know what to say to make anything better.

Joanna re-emerged with a sniff, wiping at her eyes in vain. ‘I’'m not sure I
recognize him.’ She stared down at Jamie’s jumper. “Trying to steal from your
mum, getting fired and lying to us for weeks. Breaking into someone’s home in
the middle of the night to steal a watch he didn’t need. Sneaking out. Coming
back possibly with someone’s blood on his clothes. I don’t recognize this Jamie,’
she said, closing her eyes like she could imagine her son back in front of her, the
one she knew. “This isn’t him, these things he’s done. He’s not this person; he’s
sweet, he’s considerate. He makes me tea when I get in from work, he asks me
how my day went. We talk, about how he’s feeling, how I’m feeling. We’re a
team, me and him, we have been since he was born. I know everything about
him — except clearly I don’t any more.’

Pip found herself staring at the bloodied jumper too, unable to pull her eyes
away. ‘There’s more to all this than we understand right now,’ she said. ‘There
has to be a reason behind it. He hasn’t just changed after twenty-four years,
flipped a switch. There’s a reason, and I will find it. I promise.’

‘T just want him back.” Joanna squeezed Connor’s hand, meeting Pip’s eyes.
‘I want our Jamie back. The one who still calls me Jomumma because he knows
it makes me smile. That was his name for me, when Jamie was three and first



learned I had a name other than Mummy. He came up with Jomumma, so that I
could have my own name back whilst still being his mum.’ Joanna sniffed and
the sound stuttered all the way through her, shuddering in her shoulders. ‘What
if I never get to hear him call me that again?’

But her eyes were dry, like she’d cried all she could cry and now she was
empty. Hollow. Pip recognized the look in Connor’s eyes as he wrapped an arm
around his mum: fear. He squeezed tight, like that was the only way he knew
how to stop his mum from falling apart.

This wasn’t a moment for Pip to watch, to intrude on. She should leave them
to their moment.

“Thank you for calling me over, about the hoodie,” she said, walking slowly
backwards to Jamie’s bedroom door. ‘We’re getting one step closer, with every
bit of information. I . . . I better get back to recording and editing. Maybe chase
up those computer experts.” She glanced at the closed lid of Jamie’s laptop as
she reached the door. ‘Do you have any of those big Ziploc freezer bags?’

Connor screwed his eyes at her, confused, but he nodded nonetheless.

‘Seal that jumper inside one of them,’ she said. ‘And keep it somewhere
cool, out of sunlight.’

‘OK.’

‘Bye,’ she said, and it came out as barely a whisper as she left them, walking
away down the corridor. But after three steps, something stopped her. The
fragment of a thought, circling too fast for her to catch. And when it finally
settled, she retraced those three steps back to Jamie’s door.

‘Jomumma?’ she said.

“Yes.” Joanna lifted her gaze back to Pip, like it was almost too heavy.

‘I mean . . . did you try Jomumma?’ ‘Pardon?’

‘For Jamie’s password, sorry,’ she said.

‘N-no,” Joanna said, glancing at Connor, a horrified look in her eyes. ‘I
thought when you said to try nicknames, you meant just nicknames we had for
Jamie.’

“That’s OK. It really could be anything,” Pip said, making her way over to
Jamie’s desk. ‘Can I sit?’

‘Of course.” Joanna came to stand behind her, Connor on the other side, as
Pip pulled open the laptop. The dead screen mirrored back their faces, over-
stretching them into the faces of phantoms. Pip pressed the power button and
brought up the blue log-in screen, that empty white password box staring her
down.

She typed it in, Jomumma, the letters mutating into small black circles as
they entered the box. She paused, finger hanging over the enter button as the



room suddenly went too silent. Joanna and Connor were holding their breath.

She pressed it and immediately:

Incorrect Password.

Behind her, they both exhaled, someone’s breath ruffling her half-up hair.

‘Sorry,” Pip said, not wanting to look back at them. ‘I thought it was worth a
try.” It had been, and maybe it was worth a few more, she thought.

She tried it again, replacing the o with a zero.

Incorrect Password.

She tried it with a one at the end. And then a two. And then a one, two, three,
and a one, two, three, four. Swapping the zero and o in and out.

Incorrect Password.

Capital J. Lowercase j.

Capital M for the start of Mumma. Lowercase m.

Pip hung her head, sighing.

‘It’s OK.” Connor placed a hand on her shoulder. ‘You tried. The experts
will be able to do it, right?’

Yes, if they ever replied to her email. Clearly they hadn’t had time yet,
which was all wrong because if anything, everyone else had all the time, and Pip
had none. Jamie had none.

But giving up was too hard, she’d never been good at that. So she tried one
last thing. ‘Joanna, what year were you born?’

‘Oh, sixty-six,’ she said. ‘Doubt Jamie knows that, though.’

Pip typed in Jomumma66 and pressed enter.

Incorrect Password. The screen mocked her, and she felt a flare of anger rise
within her, itching in her hands to grab the machine and throw it against the
wall. That hot, primal thing inside that she never knew existed before a year ago.
Connor was saying her name, but it didn’t belong to this person sitting in the
chair any more. But she controlled it, pushed it back. Biting her tongue, she tried
again, fingers hammering the keys.

JoMumma66

Incorrect Password.

Fuck.

Jomummal966

Incorrect.

Fuck.

JoMummal966.

Incorr—

Fuck.

JOMumma66.



Welcome Back.

Wait, what? Pip stared at the place where Incorrect Password should be. But
instead, there was a loading circle, spooling round and around, reflecting in the
dark of her eyes. And those two words: Welcome Back.

‘We’re in!” She jumped up from the chair, a shocked half-cough, half-laugh
escaping from her.

‘We’re in?!” Joanna caught Pip’s words, remoulded them with disbelief.

‘JOMumma66,” Connor said, raising his arms up in victory. ‘That’s it. We
did itV

And Pip didn’t know how it happened, but somehow, in a strange, confusing
blur, they were hugging, all three of them in a chaotic embrace, the chirping
sounds of Jamie’s laptop waking up behind them.



Twenty-Four

‘Are you sure you want to be here for this?’ Pip said, looking mainly at
Joanna, her finger poised above the mousepad, about to pull up Jamie’s browser
history in Google Chrome. ‘We don’t know what we might find.’

‘I understand,’ she said, hand tightly gripped on the back of the chair, not
going anywhere.

Pip exchanged a quick look with Connor and he nodded that he was fine with
that too.

‘OK.’

She clicked and Jamie’s history opened in a new tab. The most recent entry
from Friday the 27th April, at 17:11. He’d been on YouTube, watching an Epic
Fail compilation video. Other entries for that day: Reddit, more YouTube, a
series of Wikipedia pages that tracked back from Knights Templar to Slender
Man.

She scrolled to the day before, and one particular result grabbed her
attention: Jamie had visited Layla Mead’s Instagram page twice on Thursday,
the day before he’d gone missing. He’d also researched nat da silva rape trial
max hastings which had taken him to Pip’s site,
agoodgirlsguidetomurderpodcast.com, where it looked like Jamie had listened to
her and Ravi’s trial update that day.

Her eyes flicked down through the days: all the Reddit hits and Wikipedia
pages and Netflix binges. She was looking for something, anything that stuck out
as unusual. Actually unusual, not Wikipedia unusual. She passed through
Monday into the week before, and there was something that made her pause,
something on the Thursday 19th, Jamie’s birthday. Jamie had googled what
counts as assault? And then, after looking through a few results, he’d asked how
to fight.

“This is weird,” Pip said, highlighting the results with her finger. “These
searches were from eleven thirty on his birthday night. The night you heard him
sneak out late, Connor, the night he came back with blood on his jumper.’” She
glanced quickly at the grey jumper still crumpled on the basket. ‘Seems he knew
he would get into an altercation that night. It’s like he was preparing himself for
it.’

‘But Jamie’s never been in a fight before. I mean, clearly, if he had to google
how to do it,” Connor said.

Pip had more to say on this, but another result lower down had just caught
her eye. Monday 16th, a few days earlier, Jamie had looked up controlling
fathers. Pip’s breath snagged in her throat, but she controlled her reaction,




scrolling quickly past it before the others saw it.

But she couldn’t unsee it. And now she couldn’t stop thinking about their
explosive arguments, or Arthur’s near-total lack of attention to the fact his oldest
son was missing, or the possible intersecting timelines of Jamie and Arthur that
night. And suddenly, she was very aware that Arthur Reynolds was sitting in the
room below her now, his presence like a physical thing, seeping up through the
carpet.

“What’s that?’ Connor said suddenly, making her flinch.

She’d been distractedly running down the results, but now she stopped, eyes
following the line of Connor’s finger. Tuesday the 10th of April, at 01:26 a.m.,
there was an odd series of Google searches, starting with brain cancer. Jamie
had clicked through to two results on the NHS website, one for Brain tumours,
the other for Malignant brain tumour. A few minutes later, Jamie returned to
Google, typing inoperable brain tumour, and clicking on to a cancer charity
page. Then he’d asked one more thing of Google that night: Brain cancer
clinical trials.

‘Hm,” Pip said. ‘I mean, I know I look up all sorts of things online, and
Jamie clearly does too, but this feels different from the general browsing. This
feels sort of . . . targeted, deliberate. Do you know anyone who has brain
cancer?’ Pip asked Joanna.

She shook her head. ‘No.’

‘Did Jamie ever mention knowing someone who has?’ She turned the
question over to Connor.

‘No, never.’

And something Pip wanted to ask, but couldn’t: was it possible Jamie was
researching brain tumours because he’d learned he had one? No, it couldn’t be.
Surely that wasn’t something he could keep from his mum.

Pip tried to scroll further, but she’d reached the end of the results. Jamie
must have wiped his history from that point. She was about to move on when
one last pair of search items jumped out at her, ones she’d glanced over and
hadn’t registered, nestled quietly in between the brain tumour results and videos
about dogs walking on their hind legs. Nine hours after researching brain cancer,
presumably after going to sleep and waking up the next day, Jamie had asked
Google how to make money quickly, clicking on to an article titled 11 Easy Ways
to Make a Quick Buck.

It wasn’t the strangest thing to see on the computer of a twenty-four-year-old
who still lived at home, but the timing made it significant. Just one day after
Jamie had searched that, Pip’s mum caught him trying to steal her company
credit card. This had to be related. But why did Jamie wake up on Tuesday the



10™ so desperate for money? Something must have happened the day before.

Crossing her fingers, Pip typed Instagram into the address bar. This was the
most important thing: access to Jamie and Layla’s private messages, a way to
identify the catfish. Please have Jamie’s passwords saved, please please please.

The home page popped up, logged in to Jamie Reynolds’ profile.

“Yes,” she hissed, but a loud buzzing interrupted her. It was her phone in her
back pocket, vibrating loudly against the chair. She pulled it out. Her mum was
calling and, glancing at the time, Pip knew exactly why. It had gone ten, on a
school night, and now she was going to be in trouble for that. She sighed.

‘Do you need to go, sweetie?’ Joanna must have read the screen over her
shoulder.

‘Um, I probably should. Do you . . . would you mind if I take Jamie’s laptop
with me? Means I can go through it all with a fine-tooth comb tonight, his social
media accounts, update you on anything I find tomorrow?’ Plus, she was
thinking that Jamie probably wouldn’t want his mum and little brother going
through his private messages with Layla. Not if they were, you know . . . not for
the eyes of a mother and brother.

“Yes, yes of course,” Joanna said, brushing her hand against Pip’s shoulder.
“You’re the one who actually knows what you’re doing with it.’

Connor agreed with a quiet, “Yeah,” though Pip could tell he wished he could
come with her, that real life didn’t have to keep getting in the way. School,
parents, time.

‘I’1l text you as soon as I find anything significant,” she reassured him,
turning to the computer to minimize the Chrome window, the blue robot-themed
home screen reappearing. The computer ran Windows 10, and Jamie had it set
up in app mode. That had confused her at first, before she’d spotted the Chrome
app, tucked in neatly beside the Microsoft Word square. She reached for the lid
to close it, running her eyes over the rest of the apps: Excel, 40D, Sky Go,
Fitbit.

She paused before closing the laptop, something stopping her, the faintest
outline of an idea, not yet whole. ‘Fitbit?’ She looked at Connor.

“Yeah, remember my dad bought him one for his birthday. It was obvious
Jamie didn’t want it though, wasn’t it?” Connor asked his mum.

‘“Well, you know, Jamie is quite impossible to buy presents for. Your father
was just trying to be helpful. I thought it was a nice idea,” Joanna said, her tone
growing sharp and defensive. ‘I know, I was just saying.” Connor returned to
Pip. ‘Dad set up the account for him and downloaded the app on his phone and
on here, because he said Jamie would never get around to doing it himself,
which is probably true. And Jamie has been wearing it since, I think mostly to



keep Dad off his — happy, | mean,’ he said, a half-glance in his mum’s direction.

‘Hold on,’ Pip said, the idea a fully formed thing now, solid, pressing down
on her brain. “The black watch that Jamie had on the night he went missing,
that’s his Fitbit?’

“Yes,” Connor said slowly, unsurely, but he could clearly tell Pip was going
somewhere with this; he just wasn’t with her yet.

‘Oh my god,’ she said, voice cracking as it rushed out of her. ‘What type of
Fitbit is it? Is it GPS enabled?’

Joanna reeled back, like Pip’s momentum had jumped right into her. ‘I still
have the box, hold on,’ she said, running out of the room.

‘If it has GPS,’ Connor said, breathless, though he wasn’t the one running,
‘does that mean we can find out exactly where he is?’

He didn’t really need Pip to answer that question. She wasted no time,
clicking on the Fitbit app and staring as a colourful dashboard opened up on the
screen.

‘No.’ Joanna was back in the room, reading from a plastic box. ‘It’s a Charge
HR, doesn’t mention GPS, just says heart rate, activity tracker and sleep quality.’

But Pip had already found that for herself. The dashboard on Jamie’s
computer had icons for step count, heart rate, calories burned, sleep, and active
minutes. But below each of the icons were the same words: Data not cleared.
Sync & try again. That was for today, Tuesday 1st May. Pip clicked on the
calendar icon at the top and skipped back to yesterday. It said the same thing:
Data not cleared. Sync & try again.

“What does that mean?’ Connor asked.

“That he’s not wearing the Fitbit now,” Pip said. ‘Or it hasn’t been in the
proximity of his phone to sync the data.’

But when she skipped past Sunday and Saturday and clicked on to the Friday
he went missing, the icons burst into life, completed circles in thick bands of
green and orange. And those words were gone, replaced by numbers: 10,793
steps walked that day, 1649 calories burned. A heart rate graph that spiked up
and down in bright blocks.

And Pip felt her own heart react, taking over, pulsating inside her fingers as
it guided them along the mousepad. She clicked on the step count icon and it
brought up a new screen, with a bar-chart breakdown of Jamie’s steps
throughout the day.

‘Oh my god!” she said, eyes on the very end of the graph. “There’s data here
from after the last time Jamie was seen. Look.” She pointed to it as Joanna and
Connor drew closer still, eyes spooling. ‘He was walking, right up until
midnight. So, after 11:40ish when he was seen on Wyvil Road, he did . . .” She



highlighted the columns between 11:30 p.m. and 12:00 to work out the specific
number. ‘One thousand, eight hundred and twenty-eight steps.’

“What distance is that?’ Joanna asked.

‘Just googling it,” Connor said, tapping at his phone. ‘That’s just under a
mile.’

‘“Why does he stop suddenly at midnight?’ said Joanna.

‘Because that data falls under the next day,” Pip said, pressing the back
arrow to return to Friday’s dashboard. Before she flipped to Saturday instead,
she noticed something in Jamie’s heart rate graph and clicked the icon to zoom
in.

It looked like Jamie’s resting heart rate was around eighty beats per minute,
that’s where it stood for most of the day. Then at half five, there was a series of
spikes up to around one hundred beats per minute. That’s when Jamie and his
dad had been arguing, according to Connor. It settled again for a couple of
hours, but then started to climb back up through the nineties, as Jamie was
following Stella Chapman, waiting to talk to her at the party. And then it got
faster, during the time when George saw Jamie on the phone outside, most likely
to Layla. It stayed at that level, just over a hundred, as Jamie walked. Beyond
11:40 p.m. when he was seen on Wyvil Road, his heart steadily grew faster,
reaching one hundred and three at midnight.

Why was it fast? Was he running? Or was he scared?

The answers must lie in the early hours of Saturday’s data.

Pip switched over to it and immediately the page felt incomplete compared
to the day before, coloured circles barely filled in. Only 2571 steps in total. She
opened the step-count menu out fully and felt something heavy and cold
dragging her stomach into her legs. Those steps all took place between midnight
and around half past, and then . . . nothing. No data at all. The graph completely
dropped off: an entire line of zero.

But there was another shorter period within that, where it looked like Jamie
had taken no steps. He must have been standing still, or sitting. It happened just
after midnight, and Jamie didn’t move for a few minutes, but it wasn’t for long
because just after five past, he was on the move again, walking right up until the
point where everything stopped, just before 12:30 a.m.

‘It just stops,” Connor said, and that far-away look was back in his eyes.

‘But this is amazing,” Pip said, trying to bring his eyes back from wherever
they’d gone. “We can use this data to try track where Jamie went, where he was
at just before half twelve. The step count tells us that that’s when the incident,
whatever it was, happened, which fits, Joanna, with your text at 12:36 never
delivering. And it might also tell us where it happened. So, from 11:40, when



he’s seen at the bend in Wyvil Road, Jamie walks a total of two thousand and
twenty-four steps before he stops for a few minutes. And then he walks another
two thousand three hundred and seventy-five, and wherever that takes him is
right where whatever happened, happened. We can use these figures to draw up
a perimeter, working from that last sighting on Wyvil Road. And then we search
within that specific zone, for any sign of Jamie or where he went. This is good, I
promise.’

Connor tried a small smile, but it didn’t convince his eyes. Joanna also
looked afraid, but her mouth was set in a determined line.

Pip’s phone rang in her pocket again. She ignored it, navigating back to the
dashboard to look at Jamie’s heart rate in that time span. It started already high,
above one hundred, and, strangely, in that window of a few minutes when he
wasn’t moving, his heart was picking up faster and faster. At the point right
before he started walking again, it spiked up to one hundred and twenty-six beats
per minute. It trailed off, but only slightly as he walked those additional two
thousand three hundred and seventy-five steps. And then, in those last couple of
minutes before half past the hour, Jamie’s heart peaked up to one hundred and
fifty-eight beats per minute.

And then, it flatlined.

Dropped from one hundred and fifty-eight straight to zero, and beat no more
after that.

Joanna must have been thinking the same thing because just then, a gasp,
wretched and guttural, ripped through her, hands smacking to her face to hold
everything in. And then the thought took Connor too, his mouth hanging open as
his eyes flickered over that steep fall in the graph.

‘His heart stopped,’ he said, so quietly that Pip almost didn’t hear him, his
chest juddering. ‘He’s .. .ishe ...’

‘No, no,’ Pip said, firmly, holding up her palms, though it was a lie, because
inside she was feeling the same dread. But she had to hide hers, that’s why she
was here. ‘That’s not what it means. All this means is that the Fitbit was no
longer monitoring Jamie’s heartbeat data, OK? Jamie could have taken the Fitbit
off, that’s all this could be showing us. Please, don’t think that.’

But she could see from their faces that they weren’t really listening to her
any more, both of their gazes fixed on that flatline, sailing along with it into
nothingness. And that thought — it was like a black hole, feeding on whatever
hope they had left, and nothing Pip could say, nothing she could think of to say,
could possibly fill it in again.
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I almost had a disaster, when I remembered you can’t get into DMs on the desktop version of
Instagram, only on the mobile app. But it’s OK: Jamie’s associated email was still logged in on his laptop. I
was able to send a reset password request from Instagram and then sign into Jamie’s account from my
phone. I went straight to Jamie’s DMs with Layla Mead. There weren’t too many of them; only over the
course of about eight days. Judging from context, it looks like they met on Tinder first, then Jamie moved
the conversation to Instagram and then they moved on to WhatsApp, where I can’t follow them. The start of
their conversation:

Found you . ..
so you did. i wasn’t exactly hiding
from you : )
how’s your day been?
Yeah it’s been good, thanks. I just made the best
dinner this world has ever seen and I might
possibly be the greatest chef.
And humble too. Go on, what was it?
Maybe you can make it for me some day.
I fear I may have talked this up a bit much.
It was essentially mac and cheese.

Most of their messages are like that: long bouts of chatting / flirting. On the third day of messages,
they discovered they both loved the show Peaky Blinders and Jamie professed his lifelong ambition to be a
gangster from the 1920s. Layla does seem very interested in Jamie, she was always asking him questions.
But there are a few strange moments I noticed:

didn’t you say it was your birthday
coming up soon?
Yeah it is
The BIG 30
So what are you gonna do for it?
A party? Invite the family?
I’m not so much a party person tbh. I’ll
probably just have a chill one, hang with
friends.

This one particularly caught my eye because I was confused as to why Layla thinks Jamie is six years
older than he is: twenty-nine turning thirty. The answer comes lower down in their conversation. But when I
first saw this exchange, I couldn’t help but think of the similarities with what Mr Clark said: that Layla was
direct about asking his age, bringing it up a few times. And, strangely, he too is twenty-nine turning thirty.
Could be a coincidence, but I felt it was at least worth making a note of.

Another weird thing is that Jamie (and Layla) keep making reference to the fact that Jamie lives alone
in a small house in Kilton, which isn’t a fact at all. Again, this all became clearer when I reached the end of
their conversation on Insta:

hope we can meet up one day.
Yeah sure. I’d really like that : )
Listen Layla. I have to tell you something. It’s not
easy to say it, but I really like you. Really. I haven’t
felt like this about anyone ever and so I need to
be honest with you. I’m not actually 29, I’'m turning



Which is veeeeerrrryyyy interesting. So, Jamie sort of catfished the catfish first. Lying on his Tinder
profile about his age, his job, his living arrangements. He explained it best himself: it was insecurity. I
wonder if these insecurities are related to what happened with Nat da Silva, feeling like he lost someone so
important to him to an older guy like Luke Eaton. In fact, I wonder whether Luke is twenty-nine and that’s
why Jamie picked that age, as a sort of confidence boost, or a rationalisation in his head of why Nat chose
Luke and not him.

After that long message, Layla stops replying to Jamie for three days. During that time, Jamie keeps
trying, until he finds something that works:

Anything?

ok
hey what’s your number? Let’s
move this over to WhatsApp

|l

I don’t know, there’s something about this exchange that gives me chills. She ignores him for three
days and then she just comes back with that ‘Anything?’ It feels creepy, but maybe those are just my
residual feelings from my one small exchange with Layla. Who is Layla? Nothing here gives me any real
identifying marks. She’s very careful, good at being the right amount of vague. If only she’d given Jamie
her phone number instead of asking for his, I’d be in a different position now: able to call Layla directly, or



look up the number. But here I am, still hanging on those two questions. Who really is Layla? And how is
she involved in Jamie’s disappearance?

Other notes

I looked up heart rate information, I just needed some context about what I was seeing in these graphs.
But now I wish I hadn’t. Jamie’s heart rate spikes up to 126 in that initial stationary period at 12:02 a.m.,
and then it races up to 158 just before the data cuts out. But that range of beats per minute — the experts say
— is what they might consider the heart rate of someone who is experiencing a fight-or-flight response.
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Hello everyone,

As you might have heard, Connor Reynolds’ older brother, Jamie, has been
missing for 5 days now, and I am looking into his disappearance for my podcast.

But I need your help! I’ve recently uncovered some information that
provides an approximate area for Jamie’s last known location. This area needs to
be searched for any sign or clue as to where exactly Jamie was on Friday night
and what happened to him. But the area is quite large, so I’'m in desperate need
of volunteers to help in the search.

If you would like to offer a hand, please meet after school today, 4:30 p.m.,
at the end of the car park for the briefing. If we have enough volunteers, we’ll be
splitting into three search teams, led by me, Connor Reynolds and Cara Ward.
Please come and find one of us to be assigned to a team.

Thank you, and please let me know if you’re intending to come.

X



Twenty-Five

Every step she took was considered, careful, staring down at the forest floor
and the mud that bunched up around the outline of her shoes. A record of her
having been there, a trail of imprints that stalked her through the woods. But she
was looking for someone else’s prints: the jagged vertical lines on the soles of
the Puma trainers Jamie had been wearing when he disappeared.

And so was everyone else, eyes down and circling, searching for any of the
signs Pip had mentioned in the briefing. Eighty-eight volunteers had turned up
after school, most from her year but a few year twelves too. Thirty people on
Connor’s team, now searching the fields behind school, and knocking on doors
down the far end of Martinsend Way, Acres End and the lower part of Tudor
Lane, to ask residents if they’d seen Jamie between 12:02 and 12:28 a.m. Friday
night. Twenty-nine people on Cara’s team, who were further north, combing
through the fields and farmland up near Old Farm Road and Blackfield Lane.
And twenty-nine people here with Pip, standing in a wide ant-line, staggered
every two metres as they searched from one end of Lodge Wood to the other.

Well, thirty people, now that Ravi had joined them. Max’s trial had
adjourned early today; it had been Max’s turn on the stand and — Ravi told her
reluctantly with a glint in his eyes that looked like hate — Max and his lawyer
had done an alright job. They’d prepared an answer to everything the
prosecution threw at him in cross-examination. Closing remarks from both sides
had followed and then the judge sent the jury off to deliberate.

‘I can’t wait to see his face tomorrow when he goes down. Wish I could
record it for you,” Ravi had said, using his foot to check inside a holly bush,
reminding Pip of that time they were in these very woods, recreating Andie
Bell’s murder to prove Sal didn’t have time to be the killer.

Pip glanced up to her other side, exchanging a small, strained smile with
Stella Chapman. But the face of Layla Mead stared back at her, sending a cold
shiver down her back. They’d been out here for over an hour already, and all the
team had found was a tied baggie of dog shit and a crumpled prawn cocktail
crisp packet.

‘Jamie!” someone down the line called.

The shouting had been going on for a while. Pip didn’t know who’d started
it, who’d first called out his name, but it had caught on, spreading sporadically
up and down the line as they trudged on.

‘Jamie!’ she called in answer. It was probably pointless, a literal shout into
the void. Jamie couldn’t still be here; and if he was, he’d no longer be able to
hear his name. But at least it felt like they were actually doing something.




Pip stalled, breaking the line for a moment as she bent to check beneath a
raised tree root. Nothing.

Her phone chimed, disturbing the crunching of their feet. It was a text from
Connor: OK, we split into threes to do the door knocking, just finished Tudor
Lane and moving on to the fields. Found anything? X

‘Jamie!’

Pip was relieved she didn’t have to cover Tudor Lane, the road where Max
Hastings lived, even though his house was actually just outside the search zone.
And no one was in anyway; he and his parents were staying in an expensive
hotel near the Crown Court for the duration of the trial. But still, she was glad
she didn’t have to go anywhere near that house.

Nothing yet, she texted back. ‘Jamie!’

But as she pressed send, her screen was overtaken by an incoming call from
Cara.

‘Hey,’ Pip answered in an almost-whisper.

‘Hi, yeah,” Cara said, the wind rattling against her microphone. ‘Um,
someone on my team just found something. I’ve told everyone to stand back
from it, set up a perimeter, as you’d say. But, um, you need to get here. Now.’

‘What is it?’ Pip said, the panic riding her voice, twisting it. “Where are
you?’

‘We’re at the farmhouse. The abandoned farmhouse on Sycamore Road. You
know the one.’

Pip did know the one.

‘On my way,’ she said.

sk

They were running now, her and Ravi, turning the corner on to Sycamore
Road, the farmhouse set back and growing out of the small hill. Its dull white
painted bricks were cut through and sliced up by blackened timber, and the roof
seemed to be curving inwards now, in a way that roofs shouldn’t do, like it could
no longer quite hold up the sky. And the place just out of sight, behind the
abandoned building, where Becca Bell had hidden her sister’s body for five and
a half years. Andie had been right here all along, decomposing in the septic tank.

Pip tripped as they crossed from gravel on to grass, Ravi’s hand skimming
hers instinctively, to pull her up. And as they neared, she saw the gathering of
people, Cara’s team, a colourful spattering of clothes against the dull colours of
the farmhouse and the long neglected land, strewn with high tufts of weedy grass
that tried to grab her feet.

Everyone was standing in a loose formation, all eyes trained on the same
place: a small cluster of trees by the side of the house, the branches grown so



close to the building, like they were slowly reaching over to claim it as their
oW,

Cara was in front of the group, with Naomi, waving Pip over as she shouted
over her shoulder for everyone to get back.

“What is it?’ Pip said, breathless. “What did you find?’

‘It’s over there, in the long grass at the bottom of those trees.” Naomi
pointed.

‘It’s a knife,” said Cara.

‘A knife?’ Pip repeated the words, her feet following her eyes over to the
trees. And she knew. She knew before she even saw it, exactly which knife it
would be.

Ravi was beside her as she bent down to look. And there it was, lying half
concealed by the grass: a grey-bladed knife with a yellow band around the
handle.

‘That’s the one missing from the Reynoldses’ kitchen, isn’t it?’ Ravi asked,
but he didn’t need Pip to answer, her eyes told him enough.

She studied it through squinted eyes, not daring to get any closer. From here,
a few feet away, the knife looked clean. Maybe a few flecks of dirt, but no
blood. Not enough to be seen, at least. She sniffed, pulling out her phone to take
a photo of it where it lay, then she drew back, beckoning Ravi to come with her.

‘OK,’ she said, the panic hardening into something like dread. But Pip could
control dread, use it. ‘Cara, can you call Connor, tell him to let everyone on his
team go and come over here, right now.’

‘On it,” she said, the phone already halfway up to her ear.

‘Naomi, when Cara’s done, can you tell her to call Zach to dismiss my
search team as well?’

She and Ravi had left their team in the care of Zach and Stella Chapman. But
they wouldn’t find anything out there in the woods, because Jamie had come
here. Jamie was here, carrying a knife he must have taken from his house. Here,
at the outer limit of their search zone, which meant that Jamie’s brief stop had
been somewhere else, before he’d walked to the farmhouse. And here, right here
at 12:28 a.m., his Fitbit stopped recording his heart rate and step count. And
there was a knife.

A knife was evidence. And evidence had to be dealt with in the proper way,
without breaking the chain of custody. No one here had touched the knife, and
no one would, not until the police got here.

Pip dialled the number of the police station in Amersham. She walked away
from the gathering, plugging her other ear against the wind.

‘Hello Eliza,” she said. ‘Yes, it’s Pip Fitz-Amobi. Yep. Is anyone in at the



station? Uh-huh. Could you do me a favour and ask anyone who’s free to come
over to the farmhouse on Sycamore Road in Kilton? Yes that’s where Andie B—
No, this is about an open missing persons case. Jamie Reynolds. I’ve found a
knife that’s connected to his case, and it needs to be collected and documented
properly as evidence. I know I’'m supposed to call the other number . . . could
you just, this one favour, Eliza, I swear, just this once.” She paused, listening
down the other end. ‘Thank you, thank you.’

‘Fifteen minutes,” she said, rejoining Ravi. They might as well use those
fifteen minutes, start trying to work out why Jamie might have come here.

‘Can you keep everyone back from those trees?’ she asked Naomi.

“Yeah, sure.’

‘Come on.” Pip led Ravi towards the farmhouse entrance, the red-painted
front door dangling off its hinges, like a mouth hanging open.

They stepped through and the inside of the house wrapped them up in its dim
light. The windows were fogged over by moss and grime, and the old carpet
crunched under their feet, covered in stains. It even smelled abandoned in here:
mildew and must and dust.

“When do we move in?’ Ravi said, looking around in disgust.

‘Like your bedroom is much better than this.’

They continued down the hallway, the old blue faded wallpaper peeling off
and away in rolls that exposed the white underside, like small waves breaking up
against the walls. An archway opened into a large space that once must have
been a living room. There was a staircase on the far side, yellowing and peeling.
Windows with limp, sun-bleached curtains that might have been floral-patterned
in another life. Two old red sofas in the middle, brushed with grey, clinging dust.

As Pip stepped closer, she noticed there was a break in the dust against one
of the sofa cushions: a clearer circular patch of the red material. Like someone
had sat here. Recently.

‘Look.” Ravi drew her attention up to the centre of the room, where there
were three small metal bins, upturned into stools. Scattered around them were
food wrappers: digestive biscuits, crisp packets, empty tubs of Pringles.
Discarded bottles of beer and butts of hand-rolled cigarettes.

‘Maybe not so abandoned after all,” Ravi said, bending to pick up one of the
butts, raising it to his nose. ‘Smells like weed.’

‘Great, and now you’ve put your prints on it, if this is a crime scene.’

‘Oh, yeah,’ he said and gritted his teeth, a guilty look in his eyes. ‘Maybe I’ll
just take this one home with me to dispose of.” He pocketed it and straightened
up.

‘“Why would people come here to hang out and smoke?’ Pip said, studying



the scene, questions surfacing from every corner. ‘That’s rather morbid. Don’t
they know what happened here, that Andie’s body was found here?’

“That’s probably part of its charm,” Ravi said, sliding into his movie-trailer
voice. ‘Old abandoned murder house, the perfect place for a smoke and a snack.
Looks like whoever it is comes here quite often and I’'m guessing this is a night-
time activity. Maybe it’s worth us coming back later tonight, staking out the
place, see who comes here? They might be connected to Jamie’s disappearance,
or maybe they saw something last Friday.’

‘Stake-out?’ Pip smiled. ‘Alright, Sarge.’

‘Hey, you’re Sarge. Don’t you use my own names against me.’

‘Police are here,” Naomi called into the farmhouse, as Pip and Ravi were
showing Connor and Cara what they’d found inside.

‘I’ll go deal with them.” Pip hurried back through the hallway and into the
outside world. She screwed her eyes until they adjusted to the brightness. A
police car had pulled up on the gravel road, doors either side pushing open.
Daniel da Silva stepped out from the driver’s side, straightening his police cap,
and Soraya Bouzidi from the other.

‘Hi,” Pip called, walking forward to greet them.

‘Eliza said it was you,’ Daniel said, unable or unwilling to hide the disdain in
his face. He didn’t like her, not since she’d suspected him of being Andie’s
killer, and that was fine, because Pip didn’t much like him either.

“Yep, it’s me. Cause of all the trouble in Little Kilton since 2017,” she said,
flatly, catching sight of Soraya smiling quickly. ‘Here, it’s this way.” She led
them across the grass, pointing them towards the small huddle of trees.

Daniel and Soraya continued on over to the long grass by the roots. She
watched them looking down at the knife and then looking at each other.

“What is this?’ Daniel called to her.

‘It’s a knife,” she said. And then, more helpfully, ‘The same knife that’s
missing from a rack in the Reynoldses’ house. Jamie Reynolds, remember, he’s
missing? Friends with your sister?’

‘Yes, I -’

‘Case number four nine zero zero one five two —’

“Yes, OK,’ he interrupted. “What is all this?’ He gestured to the students, still
gathered a way back from the farmhouse.

“That is a search team,” Pip said. “‘When the police won’t do anything, I
guess you’ve gotta turn to sixth formers instead.’

The muscles twitched in Daniel da Silva’s cheek as he chewed on his tongue.
‘Right,” he shouted, surprising her, clapping his hands loudly three times.
‘Everyone go home! Now!’



They disbanded immediately, breaking off into small, whispering groups. Pip
gave them a grateful nod as they moved past the police and away to the road.
But the Ward sisters didn’t go, and nor did Connor or Ravi, standing in the
entrance of the farmhouse.

“This knife is vital evidence to a missing persons case,” Pip said, trying to
regain control. ‘It needs to be collected and properly documented and handed
over to the evidence clerk.’

“Yes, I know how evidence works,” Daniel said, darkly. ‘Did you put this
here?’ He pointed at the knife.

‘No,’ she said, that hot primal feeling awakening again. ‘Of course I didn’t. I
wasn’t even here when it was found.’

‘We’ll take it,” Soraya stepped in, placing herself between Daniel and Pip,
disarming them. ‘I’ll make sure it’s properly dealt with, don’t worry.” The look
in her eyes was so different from Daniel’s: kind, unsuspicious.

“Thank you,’ Pip said, as Soraya made her way back to the squad car.

When she was out of earshot, Daniel da Silva spoke again, not looking at
Pip. ‘If I find out this isn’t real, that you’re wasting police time —’

‘It’s real,” she said, the words crushed down to fit through her gritted teeth.
‘Jamie Reynolds is really missing. The knife is really here. And I know the
police don’t have the resources to make every case a priority, but please listen to
me. Tell Hawkins. Something bad has happened here. I know it has.’

Daniel didn’t respond.

‘Do you hear me?’ she said. ‘Foul play. Someone could be dead. And you’re
doing nothing. Something happened to Jamie, right here.” She gestured towards
the knife. ‘It has something to do with someone Jamie’s been talking to online.
A woman called Layla Mead but that’s not her —’

And she stuttered to a stop, eyes circling his face. Because as soon as she’d
said Layla’s name, Daniel’s reaction had been immediate. He sniffed, nostrils
flaring, dropping his eyes like he was trying to hide them from her. A creep of
pink spread across his cheeks as his light brown, wavy hair fell across his
forehead.

“You know Layla,’ Pip said. “You’ve been talking to her too?’

‘I have no idea what you’re talking about.’

“You’ve been talking to Layla,’ she said. ‘Do you know who she really is?’

‘T haven’t been talking to anyone,” Daniel said in a low, rattling hiss that
made the hairs on Pip’s neck stand end up. ‘No one, you understand? And if I
hear a word about this from you again . . .’

He ended the sentence there, leaving Pip to fill in the blank he’d left behind.
He stepped back from her and straightened out his face, just as Soraya was



returning from the car, her hands covered by blue plastic gloves, gripped around
a paper evidence bag.
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The Knife

Found in a location that corresponds to Jamie’s step-count data, before his Fitbit stopped recording and
his phone was turned off. I think this confirms it was Jamie who took the knife, which means he had to have
gone home between the calamity party and the sighting on Wyvil Road, to pick up his hoodie and the knife.
But why did he need a weapon? What had made him so afraid?

If the theory is that Jamie did indeed return home, how does the timing work with Arthur Reynolds’
movements? How did Jamie have enough time to visit Nat da Silva, walk home and grab his hoodie and the
knife, all before his dad got back at 11:15 p.m.? The timing isn’t just tight, it’s almost impossible.
Something in my timeline isn’t right, and that means someone is lying. I should try talk to Nat again, maybe
she’ll be more honest with me about Jamie when her boyfriend isn’t there?

Daniel da Silva

He’s been talking to Layla Mead; his reaction made that perfectly clear. Is it possible he knows who
she really is? He was clearly trying to hide any connection to her, is that because he knows something? Or
is it just because he wouldn’t want that information getting back to his wife, who’s taking care of their new
baby while Daniel has been — presumably — talking inappropriately to another woman online? I got the
sense last year that this isn’t out of character for Daniel.

And another observation, we now know three people Layla Mead has been talking to: Jamie, Adam
Clark and Daniel da Silva. And here’s the slightly strange thing: all three of these men are in the 29-to-
recently-30 range (well, not Jamie, but that’s what his profile originally said). And they all look vaguely
similar: white, with brownish hair. Is this a coincidence or is there something to this?

The Farmhouse

Jamie went there on Friday night. Well at least, he was just outside. And clearly the place isn’t as
abandoned as we thought. We need to find out who goes there, and why. Whether they are connected to
Jamie’s disappearance.

Stake-out tonight. I'm picking Ravi up just before midnight, meeting Connor and Cara there. I’ve just
got to wait for Mum and Dad to fall asleep first. I parked my car down the road and told them I’d left it at
school, so they won’t hear me when I go. Need to remember to avoid the third stair down — that’s the creaky
one.
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Twenty-Six

Connor was already there when they pulled up, his eyes alive and glowing in
the full beam of Pip’s headlights. They were on Old Farm Road, right before the
turning on to Sycamore. Ravi handed her the rucksack, his hand lingering over
hers, and then they climbed out of the car.

‘Hey,’ Pip whispered to Connor. The midnight wind danced through her hair,
throwing it across her face. ‘Did you get out OK?’

“Yeah,” he said. ‘Don’t think my mum was asleep, I could hear her sniffing.
But she didn’t hear me.’

“Where’s Cara?’ Pip said, eyeing her car parked thirty feet up the road.

‘She’s just inside the car, on the phone to her sister,” Connor said. ‘Naomi
must have noticed she’d snuck out. I don’t think Cara was trying to be that quiet
on her way out because, in her words, “Both my grandparents are practically
deaf”.’

‘Ah, I see.’

Ravi came to stand beside Pip, a shield between her and the biting wind.

‘Have you seen the comments?’ Connor said, his voice hardening. Was he
angry? It was almost too dark to tell.

‘Not yet,” she said. “Why?’

‘It’s been, like, three hours since you released the episode and a theory on
Reddit has already gone viral.’

“Which one?’

“They think my dad killed Jamie.” Yes, he was definitely angry, a sharp edge
to his voice as he shot it towards her. “They’re saying he took the knife from our
house and followed Jamie down Wyvil Road. Killed him, cleaned and dumped
the knife and hid his body temporarily. That he was still out when I got home
around midnight, because I didn’t “actually see” my dad when I got in. And then
he was absent at the weekend because he was out disposing of Jamie’s body
properly. Motive: my dad hates Jamie because he’s “such a fucking
disappointment”.’

‘I told you not to read the comments,’ Pip said, calmly.

‘It’s hard not to when people are accusing my dad of being a fucking
murderer. He didn’t do anything to Jamie. He wouldn’t!”

‘I’ve never said he did,” Pip lowered her voice, hoping Connor would follow
suit.

“Well, it’s your podcast they’re commenting on. Where do you think they got
those ideas?’

“You asked me to do this, Connor. You accepted the risks that came with it.’



She felt the dead of night pressing in around them. ‘All I’ve done is present the
facts.’

“Well the facts have nothing to do with my dad. If anyone’s lying, it’s Nat da
Silva. Not him.’

‘OK.’ Pip held up her hands. ‘I’m not arguing with you. All I’m trying to do
is find Jamie, OK? That’s all I’'m doing.” Ahead, Cara had just stepped out of her
car, a silent hand raised in greeting as she walked over.

But Connor hadn’t noticed. ‘Yeah I know.” He also didn’t notice Pip raising
her eyebrows at him in warning. ‘But finding Jamie has nothing to do with my
dad.’

‘Con—" Ravi began.

‘No, my dad is not a killer!” Connor said, and Cara was standing right there
behind him.

Her eyes clouded over and her mouth stiffened, open around an unsaid word.
Finally Connor noticed her, too late, itching his nose to fill the uncomfortable
silence with something. Ravi suddenly became keenly interested in the stars
overhead and Pip stuttered, scrambling for what to say. But it was only a few
seconds until the smile flickered back into Cara’s face, a strain in it that only Pip
would notice.

‘Can’t relate,” she said offhandedly, with an over-performed shrug. ‘Don’t
we have a stake-out to do? Or are we gonna stand here chit-chatting like lost
lemons?’

A saying she’d picked up in recent weeks from her grandma. And an easy
way out of this awkwardness. Pip grabbed it and nodded. ‘Yeah, let’s go.’ It was
best for all involved to gloss over those last thirty seconds like they’d never
happened.

Connor walked stiffly beside her as they turned down the gravel road, the
abandoned farmhouse facing them across the grass. And there was something
else here, something Pip hadn’t expected. A car pulled up roughly off the road,
close to the building.

‘Is someone here?’ she said.

The question was answered for her just a few seconds later as a white beam
of light flashed behind the grimy windows of the farmhouse. Someone was
inside, with a torch.

“What’s the play?’ Ravi said to her. “The indirect or direct approach?’

‘What’s the difference?’ Connor asked, his normal voice returned to him.

‘Indirect is stay out here, hidden, wait to see who it is when they leave,” Ravi
explained. ‘Direct is, well, march the hell inside now and see who it is, have a
little chit-chat. I’d lean towards a hider myself, but we’ve got an avid marcher



here,so ...’

‘Direct,” Pip said decisively, as Ravi well knew she would. ‘Time isn’t on
our side. Come on. Quietly,” she added, because the direct approach didn’t
necessarily mean giving up the element of surprise.

They traipsed towards the house together, steps falling in time.

‘Are we squad goals?’ Ravi whispered to Pip. Cara heard and snorted.

‘I said quietly. That means no jokes and no pig snorts.” Which was exactly
how each of them reacted to nervous energy.

Pip was the first to reach the open door, the silvery, spectral light of the
moon on the walls of the hallway, like it was lighting the way for them, guiding
them towards the living room. Pip took one step inside and paused as a guffaw
rang out up ahead. There was more than one person. And from their choral
laughter, it sounded like two guys and a girl. They sounded young, and possibly
high, holding on to the laughter long after they should.

Pip moved forward a few more silent steps, Ravi following close behind her,
holding his breath.

‘I reckon I can fit, like, twenty-seven of them in my mouth at once,” one of
the voices said.

‘Oh, Robin, don’t.’

Pip hesitated. Robin? Was this the Robin she knew — the one in the year
below who played football with Ant? The one she’d spied buying drugs from
Howie Bowers last year?

She stepped into the living room. Three people were sitting on the upturned
bins and it was light enough in here that they weren’t just silhouettes detaching
from the darkness; a torch was resting in the top drawer of a warped wooden
sideboard, pointing its bright silver light at the ceiling. And there were three
bright yellow pinpricks at the ends of their lit cigarettes.

‘Robin Caine,’ Pip said, making all three of them jump. She didn’t recognize
the other two, but the girl shrieked and almost fell from her bin, and the other
boy dropped his cigarette. ‘Careful, you don’t want to cause a fire,” she said,
watching the boy scramble to retrieve it whilst also pulling up his hood to hide
his face.

Robin’s eyes finally focused on her and he said, ‘Urgh, not fucking you.’

‘It is fucking me, I'm afraid,” Pip said. ‘And co.,” as the others piled into the
room behind her.

‘“What are you doing here?’ Robin took a long drag on his joint. Too long, in
fact, and his face reddened as he fought not to cough.

“What are you doing here?’ Pip returned the question.

Robin held up the joint.



‘I got that bit. Do you . . . come here often?’ she said.

‘Is that a pick-up line?’ Robin asked, shrinking back immediately as Ravi
straightened up to full height beside Pip.

“The crap you’ve left behind answers my question anyway.’ Pip gestured to
the collection of wrappers and empty beer bottles. “You know you’re leaving
traces of yourselves all over a potential crime scene, right?’

‘Andie Bell wasn’t killed in here,’ he said, returning his attention to his joint.
His friends were deadly quiet, trying to look anywhere but at them.

“That’s not what I’m talking about.” Pip shifted her stance. ‘Jamie Reynolds
has been missing for five days. He came here right before he disappeared. You
guys know anything about that?’

‘No,” Robin said, quickly followed by the others.

‘“Were you here on Friday night?’

‘No.” Robin glanced down at the time on his phone. ‘Listen, you’ve really
gotta go. Someone’s turning up soon and you really can’t be here when he does.’

‘Who’s that, then?’

‘Obviously not going to tell you that,” Robin scoffed.

‘“What if I refuse to leave until you do?’ Pip said, kicking an empty Pringles
can so that it skittered between the trio.

“You especially don’t want to be here,” Robin said. ‘He probably hates you
more than most people because you basically put Howie Bowers in prison.’

The dots connected in Pip’s head.

‘Ah,” she said, drawing out the sound. ‘So, this is a drug thing. Are you
dealing now, then?’ she said, noticing the large black, overstuffed bag leaning
against Robin’s leg.

‘No, I don’t deal.” He wrinkled his nose.

‘Well that looks like a lot more than personal use in there.” She pointed at
the bag that Robin was now trying to hide from her, tucking it behind his legs.

‘I don’t deal, OK? I just pick it up from some guys from London and bring it
here.’

‘So, you’re, like, a mule,” Ravi offered.

‘“They give me weed for free,” Robin’s voice rose defensively.

“Wow, you’re quite the businessman,’ Pip said. ‘So, someone’s groomed you
into carrying drugs across county lines.’

‘No, fuck off, I'm not groomed.” He looked down at his phone again, the
panic reaching his eyes, swirling in the dark of his pupils. ‘Please, he’ll be here
any minute. He’s already pissed off this week ’cause someone skipped out on
him; nine hundred pounds he’ll never get back or something. You have to go.’

And as soon as the last word left Robin’s throat, they all heard it: the sound



of wheels crackling against the gravel, the low hum of a car pulling in and
cutting out, the after-tick of its engine puncturing the night.

‘Someone’s here,” Connor said needlessly.

‘Ah shit,” Robin said, stubbing out his joint on the bin beneath him. But Pip
was already turning, passing between Connor and Cara, down the hall to the
gaping front door. She stood there at the threshold, one foot curled over the
ledge and into the night. She squinted, trying to sculpt the darkness into
recognizable shapes. A car had pulled up in front of Robin’s, a lighter coloured
car but —

And then Pip couldn’t see anything at all, blinded by the fierce white of the
car’s full beams.

She covered her eyes with her hands as the engine revved — and then the car
sped off down Sycamore Road, disappearing in a cloud of dust and scattering
pebbles.

‘Guys!’ Pip called to the others. ‘My car. Now. Run!’

She was already moving, flying across the grass and into the swirling dust of
the road. Ravi overtook her on the corner.

‘Keys,” he shouted, and Pip dug them out of her jacket pocket, throwing
them into Ravi’s hand. He unlocked the Beetle and threw himself into the
passenger side. When Pip slammed into the driver’s side, climbing in, Ravi
already had the keys in the ignition waiting for her. She turned them and flicked
on the headlights, lighting up Cara and Connor as they sprinted over.

They flung themselves inside and Pip pulled away, accelerating before Cara
had even slammed the door behind her.

‘“What did you see?’ Ravi asked as Pip rounded the corner, chasing after the
car.

‘Nothing.” She pressed down on the pedal, hearing gravel kick up, dinging
off the sides of her car. ‘But he must have spotted me in the doorway. And now
he’s running.’

‘Why would he run?’ Connor asked, his hands gripped around Ravi’s
headrest.

‘Don’t know.’ Pip sped up as the road dropped down a hill. ‘But running is
something that guilty people do. Are those his tail lights?’ She squinted into the
distance.

“Yeah,” Ravi said. ‘God he’s going fast, you need to speed up.’

‘I’'m already doing forty-five,” Pip said, biting her lip and pushing her foot
down a little harder.

‘Left, he turned left there.” Ravi pointed.

Pip swung around the corner, into another narrow country lane.



‘Go, go, go,’ said Connor.

And Pip was gaining on him, the white body of his car now visible against
the dark hedgerows at the side of the road.

‘Need to get close enough to read his number plate,” Pip said.

‘He’s speeding up again,” Cara said, face wedged between Pip and Ravi’s
seats.

Pip accelerated, the speedometer needling over fifty and up and up, closing
the gap between the cars.

‘Right!” Ravi said. ‘He went right.’

The turn was sharp. Pip took her foot off the pedal and pulled at the steering
wheel. They flew around the corner, but something was wrong.

Pip felt the steering wheel escape from her, slipping through her hands.

They were skidding.

She tried to turn into it, to correct it.

But the car was going too fast and it went. Someone was yelling but she
couldn’t tell who over the screaming of the wheels. They slid, left then right,
before spinning in a full circle.

They were all yelling as the car skidded to a stop, coming to rest facing the
wrong way, the bonnet half embedded in the brambles that bordered the road.

‘Fuck,” Pip said, hitting her fist against the steering wheel, the car horn
blaring for a split second. ‘Is everyone OK?’

“Yeah,” Connor said, his breath heavy and his face flushed.

Ravi looked over his shoulder, exchanging a look with a shaken Cara before
passing it on to Pip. And she knew what was in their eyes, the secret the three of
them knew that Connor never could: that Cara’s sister and Max Hastings had
been involved in a car accident when they were this age, Max convincing his
friends to leave a severely injured man on the road. And that had really been the
start of it all, how Ravi’s brother was eventually murdered.

And they’d just come recklessly close to something like that.

“That was stupid,” Pip said, that thing in her gut stretching out to take more
of her with it. It was guilt, wasn’t it? Or shame. She wasn’t supposed to be like
this this time, losing herself again. ‘I’m sorry.’

‘It’s my fault.” Ravi tucked his fingers around hers. ‘I told you to go faster.
’m sorry.’

‘Did anyone see the number plate?’ Connor asked. ‘All I saw was the first
letter and it was either an N or an H.’

‘Didn’t see,” Cara said. ‘But it was a sports car. A white sports car.’

‘A BMW,’ Ravi added, and Pip tensed, right down to the fingers gripping his
hand. He turned to her. “What?’



‘I....Iknow someone with that car,” she said quietly.
“Well, yeah, so do I,” he replied. ‘More than one someone probably.’
“Yeah,’ Pip exhaled. ‘But the one I know is Nat da Silva’s new boyfriend.’



THURSDAY
6 DAYS MISSING

Twenty-Seven

A yawn split her face as she stared down at the toast in front of her. Not
hungry.

‘Why are you so tired this morning?’ her mum asked, watching her over a
mug of tea.

Pip shrugged, flicking the toast around her plate. Josh was sitting opposite
her, humming as he shovelled Coco Pops into his mouth, swinging his legs out
under the table and kicking her accidentally on purpose. She didn’t react, pulling
her knees up to sit cross-legged on the chair instead. The radio was on in the
background, tuned to BBC Three Counties, as always. The song was just ending,
the hosts talking over the fading drums.

‘Are you taking too much on with this Jamie thing?’ her mum said.

‘It’s not a thing, Mum,’ Pip said, and she could feel herself growing irritable,
wearing it like a layer beneath her skin, warm and unstable. ‘It’s his life. I can be
tired for that.’

‘OK, OK,’ her mum said, taking the empty bowl away from Josh. ‘I’'m
allowed to worry about you.’

Pip wished she wouldn’t. She didn’t need anyone’s worry; Jamie did.

A text lit up Pip’s phone, from Ravi. Just leaving for court to wait for
deliberation. How are you? X

Pip stood and scooped up her phone, grabbing her plate with the other hand
and sliding the toast into the bin. She felt her mum’s eyes on her. ‘Not hungry
yet,” she explained. ‘I’ll take a cereal bar into school.’

She had only taken a few steps down the hall when her mum called her back.

‘I’'m just going to the toilet!” she replied.

‘Pip, get in here now!” her mum shouted. And it was a real shout, a sound
Pip rarely heard from her, rough and panicked.

Pip felt instantly cold, all feeling draining from her face. She spun back,
socks sliding on the oak floor as she sprinted into the kitchen.

‘“What, what, what?’ she said quickly, eyes darting from a confused-looking
Josh to her mum, who was reaching over to the radio, turning up the volume.

‘Listen,’ she said.

‘...adog walker discovered the body at about six a.m. yesterday morning in
the woodland beside the A413, between Little Kilton and Amersham. Officers



are still at the scene. The deceased is as yet unidentified but has been described
as a white male in his early twenties. The cause of death is currently unknown. A
spokesperson for Thames Valley Police has said -’

‘No.” The word must have come from her, but she didn’t remember saying it.
Didn’t remember moving her lips, nor the scrape of the word against her
narrowing throat. ‘No no nonono.’ She didn’t feel anything except numb, her
feet a solid weight sinking into the ground, her hands detaching from her finger
by finger.

‘P...i...p?”

Everything around her moved too slowly, like the room was floating,
because it was right there with her in the eye of the panic.

‘Pip!’

And everything snapped back into focus, into time, and she could hear her
heart battering in her ears. She looked up at her mum, who mirrored back her
terrified eyes.

‘Go,” her mum said, hurrying over and turning Pip by her shoulders. ‘Go! I’'ll
call school and tell them you’ll be in late.’

‘Up next, one of my favourite songs from the eighties, we have Sweet
Dreams. ..’

‘He, he c-can’t be—’

‘Go,” her mum said, pushing her down the hall, just as Pip’s phone started
buzzing with an incoming call from Connor.

It was Connor who opened the door to her, his eyes rubbed red and a twitch
in his upper lip.

Pip stepped inside without a word. She gripped his arm, above the elbow, for
a long, silent second. And then she let go, saying, “‘Where’s your mum?’

‘Here.” His voice was just a croak as he led Pip into the cold living room.
The daylight was wrong in here, too harsh, too bright, too alive. And Joanna was
huddled against it, wrapped in an old blanket on the sofa, her face buried inside a
tissue.

‘Pip’s here,” Connor said in barely more than a whisper.

Joanna glanced up. Her eyes were swollen and she looked different, like
something beneath her face had broken.

She didn’t speak, just held out her arms, and Pip stumbled forward to lower
herself on to the sofa. Joanna wrapped her arms around her and Pip held her
back, feeling Joanna’s racing heart in her own chest.

‘“We need to call Detective Hawkins at the police station in Amersham,’ Pip
said, pulling back. ‘Ask if they’ve identified the —’

‘Arthur’s on the phone to them now.’ Joanna shuffled over to clear a space



between them for Connor. And once Connor had settled, his leg pressing into
hers, Pip could hear the sound of Arthur’s voice, growing louder as he left the
kitchen and walked towards them.

“Yes,” he said, entering the room with the phone to his ear, blinking as his
gaze settled on Pip. His face looked grey, mouth in a tense line. ‘Jamie
Reynolds. No, Reynolds, with an R. Yes. Case number? Um . . .” His eyes darted
over to Joanna. She began to push up from the sofa but Pip cut in.

‘Four nine zero,” she said, Arthur repeating the numbers after her, into the
phone. ‘Zero one five. Two nine three.’

Arthur nodded at her. “Yes. Missing since last Friday night.” He chewed his
thumb. “The body found by the A413, do you know who it is yet? No. No, don’t
put me on hold aga—"’

He leaned against the door, closing it, his head resting against one finger,
pushing his skin into folds. Waiting.

And waiting.

It was the worst wait Pip had ever had in her life. Her chest so tight she had
to force the air through and out of her nose. And with every breath she thought
she might be sick, swallowing down the bile.

Please, she kept thinking, no idea who she was thinking it to. Just someone.
Anyone. Please please don’t let it be Jamie. Please. She’d promised Connor.
She’d promised she’d find his brother. She promised she’d save him. Please.
Please, not him.

Her eyes slipped from Arthur back to Connor beside her.

‘Should I be here?’ she mouthed silently.

But Connor nodded and took her hand, their palms clammy, sticking
together. She saw him take his mother’s hand, too, on the other side.

Waiting.

Arthur’s eyes were closed, the fingers on his free hand pressing into his
eyelids, so hard it must have hurt, his chest rising in stuttering movements.

Waiting.

Until . . .

“Yes?’ Arthur said, his eyes snapping open.

Pip’s heartbeat was so loud, so fast, it felt like that was all she was: a heart
and the empty skin around it.

‘Hello detective,’ said Arthur. ‘Yes, that’s what I’'m calling about. Yes.’

Connor gripped Pip’s hand even tighter, crushing her bones together.

“Yes, I understand. So, is —” Arthur’s hand was shaking at his side. “Yes, I
understand that.’

He went quiet, listening to the other end of the phone. And then his face



dropped.

Cracked in two.

He doubled forward, the phone going limp in his fingers. Other hand up to
his face as he bawled into it. A high, inhuman sound that wracked his entire
body.

Connor’s hand went slack against Pip’s, his jaw falling open.

Arthur straightened up, tears spilling down into his bared mouth.

‘It’s not Jamie,’ he said.

‘“What?’ Joanna stood up, clutching her face.

‘It’s not Jamie,” Arthur said again, choking over a sob, placing his phone
down. ‘It’s someone else. His family just identified him. It’s not Jamie.’

‘It’s not Jamie?’ Joanna said, like she didn’t dare believe it yet.

‘It’s not him,” Arthur said, staggering forward to pull her into him, crying
down in her hair. ‘It’s not our boy. Not Jamie.’

Connor unstuck from Pip, his cheeks flushed and tear-streaked, and he
folded himself in around his parents. They held each other and they cried, and it
was a cry of relief and grief and confusion. They’d lost him for a while. For a
few minutes, in their heads and in hers, Jamie Reynolds had been dead.

But it wasn’t him.

Pip held the sleeve of her jumper to her eyes, tears falling hot, soaking into
the fabric.

Thank you, she thought to that invisible person in her head. Thank you.

They had another chance.

She had one last chance.
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Pip: OK, recording. Are you OK?
Arthur: Yes. I’m ready.
Pip: So, why didn’t you want to be interviewed or involved before now?

Arthur: Honestly? I was angry. In my head, I was convinced Jamie had run away again. And he
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knows how worried we were the first time he did that. I didn’t want to indulge Joanna and
Connor’s idea that Jamie was really missing because I didn’t think he was. I didn’t want to
believe something was wrong. Seems I preferred to be angry at Jamie instead. But I was
wrong, [ think. It’s been too long. And if he was out there, Jamie would’ve heard about your
podcast by now. He would have come home if he could.

And why did you think Jamie had run off again? Is it because you had a big argument,
right before the memorial?

Yes. I don’t want to argue with him, I just want what’s best for him. Want to push him to
make smart decisions for his life, to do something that he loves. I know he’s capable of that.
But he’s seemed stuck the last few years. Maybe I go about it the wrong way. I just don’t
know how to help him.

And what were you arguing about last Friday?

It’s just . . . it had been simmering for a while. He’d recently asked me to borrow a load
of money, and I don’t know, he just said something that set me off about money and
responsibility and finding a career. Jamie didn’t want to hear it.

When did he ask you to borrow money?

Oh, it was . . . Joanna was out at badminton so it must have been a Tuesday. Yes,
Tuesday 10™ of April.

Did he say what he wanted the money for?

No, that’s the thing. He wouldn’t tell me. Just said it was really important. So, of course,
I told him no. It was a ridiculous amount.

If you don’t mind me asking, how much did Jamie ask to borrow?
Nine hundred pounds.

Nine hundred?

Yes.

Nine hundred exactly?

Yes. Why? What’s wrong?

It’s just . . . I’ve heard that exact figure recently, about someone else. A guy called Luke
Eaton, he mentioned losing nine hundred pounds this week. And I think he’s involved in dr—
You know what, I’ll look into it. So, after you left the pub Friday night, what time did you get
back home?

I don’t remember looking at the time specifically, but it was definitely before eleven
thirty. Maybe around twenty past.

And the house was empty, right? You didn’t see Jamie?
No, I was alone. I went to bed but I heard Connor get in later.
And there’s no way Jamie could’ve snuck in before then? Like, just after you got back?

Not possible. I was sitting here in the living room for a while. I would have heard the
front door.

We believe Jamie came back here, for his hoodie and the knife, so he must have arrived
and left again before you got home. Do you know anything about the knife?

No. I didn’t even know it was missing until Joanna told me.

So where were you all last weekend when Jamie was first missing? Connor mentioned
you weren’t at home much.

I was out driving, looking for him. I thought he’d just be somewhere, blowing off steam.
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Arthur:

And I could talk to him, fix things, get him to come home. But he wasn’t anywhere.
Are you OK, Mr Reynolds?

No. I'm terrified. Terrified that the last thing I did was argue with my son. The last
words I said to him were in anger. I never told him I loved him all that much, and I’m scared
I’ll never get the chance again. Jamie came to me, asked me for my help and I sent him away.
Life or death, that’s what Jamie said to your mum about the money, wasn’t it? And I said no
to him. I’'m his dad, he’s supposed to be able to turn to me for anything. He asked me for help
and I said no. What if this whole thing is my fault? If I had only said yes to him, maybe . . .
maybe . ..



Twenty-Eight

The trees shivered on Cross Lane, recoiling from Pip as she walked beneath
them, chasing her morning shadow, never catching up to it.

She’d dropped Connor at school once everyone had calmed down, leaving
her car there. But she hadn’t gone inside with him. Her mum had already called
the school to say she’d be late, so she might as well make use of it. And it
couldn’t be avoided any longer: she had to speak to Nat da Silva. At this point,
all roads led back to her.

Even this one Pip was walking on.

Her eyes fixated on the painted blue front door as she stepped up the
concrete path, following it as it bent to run alongside the house.

She took a breath to steel herself and pressed the bell in two short
mechanical bursts. She waited, fidgeting nervously with her unbrushed hair, her
heartbeat not yet back to normal.

A shape grew out of the frosted glass, blurred and slow as it approached the
door.

It opened with a clack and Nat da Silva stood there, her white-blonde hair
pushed back from her face, deep eyeliner streaks holding up her pale blue eyes.

‘Hello,’ Pip said, as brightly as she could.

‘Fuck sake,’ said Nat. “‘What do you want now?’

‘I need to ask you some things, about Jamie,’ she said.

“Yeah, well I already told you everything I know. I don’t know where he is
and he still hasn’t been in contact with me.” Nat reached for the door to close it
again.

‘They found a body,” Pip blurted, trying to stop her. It worked. ‘It wasn’t
Jamie, but it could have been. It’s been six days, Nat, without any contact.
Jamie’s in real trouble. And you might be the person who knows him best.
Please.” Her voice cracked. ‘Not for me. I know you hate me and I understand
why. But please help me, for the Reynoldses’ sake. I just came from their house,
and for twenty minutes we all thought Jamie was dead.’

It was subtle, almost too subtle to notice, but there was a softening in Nat’s
eyes. Something flickered across them, glassy and sad.

‘Do you . ..’ she said, slowly. ‘Do you really think he’s not OK?’

‘I’'m trying to stay hopeful, for his family,” Pip said. ‘But . .. I don’t know.’

Nat relaxed her arm, chewing on her pale bottom lip.

‘Have you and Jamie still been talking in recent weeks?’

“Yeah, a bit,” Nat said.

‘Did he ever mention someone called Layla Mead to you?’




Nat looked up, thinking, teeth moving further down her lip, meeting skin.
‘No. Never heard that name before.’

‘OK. And I know you said before that he didn’t, but did Jamie come to your
house after the memorial as planned? Around 10:40 p.m.?’

‘No.” Nat tilted her head, short white hair skimming down into her eyes. ‘I
told you, last time I saw him was at the memorial.’

‘It’s just . . .” Pip began. ‘Well, an eyewitness saw Jamie go into your house
at that time. He said Cross Lane and described your house exactly.’

Nat blinked, and that softness in her eyes was gone.

‘Well, I don’t care what your fucking eyewitness said. He’s wrong,’ she said.
‘Jamie never came here.’

‘OK, I’'m sorry.’ Pip held up her hands. ‘I was just asking.’

‘Well you’ve already asked that, and I've already answered. Is there
anything else?’ Nat’s hand glided to the door again, tightening around the edge.

“There’s one last thing,” Pip said, nervously eyeing Nat’s fingers on the door.
Last time she was here like this, Nat had slammed it in her face. Tread carefully,
Pip. “Well, it’s your boyfriend, Luke Eaton.’

“Yeah, I know his name,’ Nat spat. “What about him?’

‘It’s um . . .” She didn’t know which way to approach it, so she went with
fast. “Um, so I guess Luke is involved with drugs — has a kid collect them from a
gang in London and I presume he then distributes to various dealers in the
county.’

Nat’s face tightened.

‘And the place where he picks them up from . . . it’s the abandoned
farmhouse where Andie’s body was found. But it’s also the last place Jamie was,
before something happened to him. So there’s a possible connection there to
Luke.’

Nat shifted, her knuckles whitening from her grip on the door.

‘But there’s more,” Pip carried on, giving Nat no room to speak. ‘The kid
Luke uses to transport the drugs said that Luke was angry this week because
he’d lost nine hundred pounds. And that’s the exact amount of money Jamie
asked to borrow from his dad a couple of weeks ago —’

‘“What point are you trying to make?’ Nat said, the downward tilt of her head
shadowing her eyes.

‘Just that maybe Luke also loans people money, and he loaned Jamie money
for something but Jamie couldn’t pay it back so he asked his dad, and then he
was desperate enough to try stealing it from work, saying it was life or death . . .’
She paused, daring to glance up at Nat. ‘“And I wondered, when I spoke to you
both before, you seemed to react when Luke said he was home all night, so I just



wondered —’

‘Oh, you just wondered, did you?’ There was a quiver in Nat’s top lip and
Pip could feel the rage coming off her, like heat. “What is wrong with you?
These are people’s lives. You can’t just fuck around with them for your own
entertainment.’

‘I’m not, it’s for -’

‘I have nothing to do with Jamie. And neither does Luke,” Nat shouted,
stepping back. ‘Just leave me the fuck alone, Pip.” Her voice shook. ‘Please.
Leave me alone.’

And her face disappeared behind the door as it slammed shut, the sound
echoing down into that pit in Pip’s stomach, staying with her as she walked
away.

It was when she turned on to Gravelly Way, heading back to school, that she
first had the feeling. A creeping up her neck like static on her skin. And she
knew what it was, had felt this before. Eyes. Someone watching her.

She stopped in the street, looked over her shoulder. There was no one behind
her on Chalk Road, except a man she didn’t know pushing a buggy, and his eyes
were down.

She checked in front of her, running her eyes along the windows of the
houses that lined the street, bearing down on her. There wasn’t a face in any of
them, pushed up against breath-fogged glass. She scanned the cars parked along
the road. Nothing. No one.

Pip could’ve sworn she felt it. Or maybe she was just losing her mind.

She carried on towards school, holding on to the straps of her bag. It took her
a while to realize she wasn’t hearing her own footsteps. Not just her own,
anyway. There was another set, stepping faintly in between hers, coming from
the right. Pip looked up.

‘Morning,’ a voice called from across the road. It was Mary Scythe from the
Kilton Mail, with a black Labrador at her side. ‘Good morning,” Pip returned the
greeting, but it sounded empty even to her own ears. Luckily her ringing phone
excused her. She turned away and swiped to answer.

‘Pip,” Ravi said.

‘Oh god,’ she said, falling into his voice, wrapping herself up with it. ‘You
won’t believe what’s happened this morning. It was on the news that they found
a body, a white male in his twenties. So I panicked, went to the Reynoldses’
house but they called in and it wasn’t Jamie, it was someone else . ..’

‘Pip?’

‘... and Arthur finally agreed to talk to me. And he told me that Jamie asked
him to borrow nine hundred pounds, the exact amount Robin said Luke had just



lost this week, so ...’

‘Pip?’

‘.. . that’s too coincidental to be nothing, right? So then I just went to see
Nat and she insists Jamie didn’t go there after—’

‘Pip, I really need you to stop talking and listen to me.” And now Pip heard
it, the edge in his voice, new and unfamiliar.

“What? Sorry. What?’ she said, her feet slowing to a stop.

“The jury just returned their verdict,” he said.

‘Already? And?’

But Ravi didn’t say anything, and she could hear a click as his breath caught
in his throat.

‘No,’ she said, her heart picking up on that click before she did, throwing
itself against her ribs. ‘Ravi? What? No, don’tsay . . .itcan’t...’

“They found him not guilty, on all charges.’

And Pip didn’t hear what he said next because her ears flooded with blood, a
rushing sound, like a windstorm trapped inside her head. Her hand found the
wall beside her and she leaned into it, lowering herself down to sit on the cold
concrete pavement.

‘No,” she whispered, because if she said it any louder, she would scream.
She still might scream; she could feel it clawing at her insides, fighting to get
out. She grabbed her face and held her mouth shut, fingernails digging into her
cheeks.

‘Pip,” Ravi said, gently. ‘I’m so sorry. I couldn’t believe it. I still can’t. It
isn’t fair. This isn’t right. If there was anything I could do to change this, I
would. Anything. Pip? Are you OK?’

‘No,’ she said through her hand. She would never be OK again. This was it;
the worst thing that could have happened. She’d thought about it, had had bad
dreams about it, but she’d known it couldn’t really happen. It wouldn’t happen.
But it just did. And the truth no longer mattered. Max Hastings, not guilty. Even
though she had his voice on a recording, admitting to it all. Even though she
knew he was guilty, beyond any doubt. But no, she and Nat da Silva and Becca
Bell and those two women from university: they were the liars now. And a serial
rapist had just walked free.

Her mind turned to Nat.

‘Oh god, Nat,’ she said, removing her hand. ‘Ravi, I have to go, I have to go
back to see Nat. Make sure she’s OK.’

‘OK, I lo—" he said, but it was too late. Pip had already pressed the red
button, pushing herself up from the ground as she turned back down Gravelly
Way.



She knew that Nat hated her. But she also knew that Nat shouldn’t be alone
when she heard the news. No one should be alone for something like that.

Pip sprinted, her trainers slapping uncomfortably against the pavement,
juddering up through her body. Her chest hurt, like her heart wanted to give out
already, give up. But she ran, pushing herself harder as she turned the corner on
to Cross Lane, back to that painted blue door.

She knocked this time, forgetting about the bell because her mind was
already stuttering, rewinding the last few minutes. It couldn’t have happened,
could it? This couldn’t be real. It didn’t feel real.

Nat’s silhouette emerged in the frosted glass, and Pip tried to read it, study it,
work out if Nat’s world had already been blown apart.

She opened the door, jaw clenching as soon as she saw Pip standing there.

“What the fuck, I told youto ...’

But then she must have noticed the way Pip was breathing. The horror that
must be written all over her face.

“What is it?’ Nat said quickly, pulling the door open fully. ‘Is Jamie OK?’

‘H-have you heard?’ Pip said, and her voice sounded strange to her, not her
own. ‘The verdict?’

‘What?’ Nat narrowed her eyes. ‘No, no one’s called me yet. Are they done?
What . ..?’

And Pip could see the moment it happened, the moment Nat read what was
on her face. The moment her eyes changed.

‘No,’ she said, but it was more a breath than a word.

She stumbled back from the door, hands snapping up to her face as she
gasped, her eyes glazing over.

‘No!” The word was a strangled yell this time, choking her. Nat fell back into
the wall in the hallway, slamming against it. A picture frame dropped from its
hook, cracking as it hit the floor.

Pip darted forward, inside the house, catching Nat around the arms as she
slid down the wall. But she lost her footing and they slid down together, Nat
right down to the floorboards, Pip to her knees.

‘I’m so sorry,” Pip said. ‘I’m so so so sorry.’

Nat was crying, but the tears stained as they ran through her make-up, black
tears chasing each other down her face.

“This can’t be real,’ she cried. ‘It can’t be real. FUCK!’

Pip sat forward, wrapping her arms around Nat’s back. She thought Nat
would pull away from her, push her off. But she didn’t. She leaned into Pip,
arms climbing up and around her neck as she held on. Tight. Her face buried into
Pip’s shoulder.



Nat screamed, the sound muffled, burrowing into Pip’s jumper, her breath
hot and jagged as it spread down into Pip’s skin. And then the scream broke
open and she cried, shaking the both of them with the force of it.

‘I’m so sorry,” Pip whispered.



Twenty-Nine

Nat’s scream never left her. She could feel it there, slinking around beneath
her skin. Feel it simmering as she walked into her history lesson eighteen
minutes late and Mr Clark said, ‘Ah, Pip. What time do you call this? Do you
think your time is more valuable than mine?’

And she’d replied, ‘No, sir, sorry sir,” quietly, when really all she wanted to
do was let the scream out, tell him that yes, it probably was. She’d taken her
place next to Connor at the back, her grip tightening on her pen until it snapped,
pieces of plastic scattering between her fingers.

The lunch bell rang and they followed it out of the room, she and Connor.
He’d heard about the verdict from Cara because Ravi had texted her, worrying
when he hadn’t heard back from Pip. ‘I’m sorry,” was all Connor said as they
traipsed towards the cafeteria. That’s all he could say, all Pip could say too, but
there was no amount of sorrys that could ever fix this.

They found the others at their usual lunch table, and Pip slotted in beside
Cara, squeezing her hand once in greeting.

‘Have you told Naomi?’ Pip asked her.

Cara nodded. ‘She’s devastated, can’t believe it.’

“Yeah, that sucks,” Ant said loudly, cutting in as he tore into his second
sandwich.

Pip turned to him. ‘And where were you yesterday, during the search party?’

Ant rearranged his eyebrows, looking affronted as he swallowed. ‘It was
Wednesday, I was at football,” he said, not even looking at Connor.

‘Lauren?’ Pip said.

‘Wh . . . my mum made me stay in to do French revision.” Her voice was
high and defensive. ‘I didn’t realize you expected us all to be there.’

“Your best friend’s brother is missing,” Pip said, and she felt Connor tensing
beside her.

“Yeah, I get that.” Ant flashed a quick smile at Connor. ‘And I’m sorry, but I
don’t think Lauren or I are going to change that.’

Pip wanted to carry on picking at them, keep feeding the scream under her
skin, but she was distracted by someone behind Ant, her eyes pulling her up.
Tom Nowak, loudly laughing with a table of his friends.

‘Excuse me,” Pip said, though she was already gone, skirting around their
table and across the loud chaos of the cafeteria.

“Tom,’ she said, and then again, louder than their guffawing.

Tom put down his open bottle of Coke, twisting to look up at her. Pip
noticed some of his friends on the opposite bench, whispering and elbowing



each other.

‘Hey, what’s up?’ he said, his cheeks indented with a laid back smile, and
Pip’s rage flared at the sight of it.

“You lied to me, didn’t you?’ she said, but it wasn’t a question and she didn’t
wait for an answer. At least he’d surrendered his fake smile now. ‘You didn’t see
Jamie Reynolds on Friday night. I doubt you were anywhere near Cross Lane.
You said that road because it was near the site of the calamity party, and then the
rest was on me. I accidentally led the witness. You saw my reactions to that road
name, to the colour of the front door, and you used those to manipulate me.
Made me believe in a narrative that never even happened!’

People were watching now from nearby tables, a wave of half turned heads
and the prickle of unseen eyes.

‘Jamie didn’t go to Nat da Silva’s house that night and you were never a
witness. You’re a liar.” Her lip curled up, baring her teeth at him. ‘Well, well
done, good job Tom, you got yourself on the podcast. What were you hoping to
achieve with that?’

Tom stuttered, raising his finger as he scrambled for words.

‘Internet fame, is that it?’ Pip spat. “You got a SoundCloud you want to
promote or something? What the fuck is wrong with you? Someone is missing.
Jamie’s life is at stake, and you decide to waste my time.’

‘Ididn’t -’

“You’re pathetic,” she said. ‘And guess what? You already signed my
consent form to use your name and likeness, so this will also be going on the
podcast. Good luck being universally hated by the entire internet.’

‘No, you’re not allowed to —” Tom began.

But the rage took hold of Pip’s hand, guiding it as she reached over to snatch
Tom’s open bottle of Coke. And without a second thought — without even a first
thought — Pip upturned the bottle over his head.

A cascade of fizzing brown liquid fell over him, soaking into his hair and
over his face, eyes screwed shut against it. There were gasps around the room,
titters of laughter, but it was a few seconds before Tom himself could react
through the shock.

“You bitch!” He stood up, hands to his eyes to clear them.

‘Don’t fucking cross me again,’ Pip said, dropping the empty bottle at Tom’s
feet with a clatter that echoed around the now almost-quiet room.

She walked away, flicking droplets of Coke from her hand, a hundred eyes
following as she went, but none of them, not any of them, would meet hers.

Cara was waiting for her by the usual spot, at the double doors near their
English classroom, the second last lesson of the day. But as Pip crossed the



corridor towards her, she noticed something: a quieting of voices as she passed,
people gathering to talk behind their hands, looking her way. Well, they couldn’t
all have been in the cafeteria at lunch. And anyway, Pip didn’t care what they
thought. Tom Nowak was the one who should be walking through whispers, not
her.

‘Hey,’ she said, arriving at Cara’s side.

‘Hey, um . . .” But Cara was acting strangely too, scrunching her mouth in
that way she did when something was wrong. ‘Have you seen it yet?’
‘Seen what?’

‘The WiredRip article.” Cara glanced down at the phone in her hand.
‘Someone linked to it on the Facebook event you made for Jamie.’

‘No,’ Pip said. “‘Why, what does it say?’

‘Um, it . . .” Cara trailed off. She looked down, thumbs tapping away at her
phone and then she held it out on her open hand, offering it to Pip. ‘I think you
should just read it.’
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@ Trending

Season 2 of A Good Girl's Guide to Murder
podcast may not be all it seems ...

A Good Girl’s Guide to Murder made an explosive return to our ears this
week, with the first episode of a new mystery released on Tuesday. Jamie
Reynolds, 24, has gone missing from host Pip Fitz-Amobi’s hometown. The
police won’t look for him, so Pip has stepped up to the plate, uploading episodes
during the course of her investigation.

But is there a real reason the police aren’t looking for Jamie?

A source close to Pip has told us, exclusively, that this entire season of the
podcast is, in fact, a set-up. Jamie Reynolds is the older brother of one of Pip’s
closest friends, and our source says that Jamie’s disappearance has been plotted
by the three of them together, to create a thrilling new season for the podcast and
capitalize on the popularity of the first. Jamie’s incentive in playing along with
his own disappearance is financially motivated, with Pip promising the brothers
a large pay-out once the season airs and she has secured new major sponsorship
deals.

So, what do you think — is Jamie Reynolds even missing at all? Are we being
duped by the teen queen of True Crime? Let us know your thoughts in the
comments below.



Thirt

Another corridor lined with eyes. Circling.

Pip kept her head down as she stumbled through, towards her locker. It was
the end of the day, enough time for that article to have spread around the entire
school, clearly.

But she couldn’t get to her locker. A group of year elevens were standing in
front of it, talking in a tight circle of bumping backpacks. Pip drew to a stop and
stared at them, until one of the girls noticed her there, eyes widening as she
elbowed her friends, shushing them. The group immediately disbanded,
scattering away from her, leaving their whispers and giggles behind.

Pip opened her locker, placing her politics textbook inside. As she withdrew
her hand, she noticed the small, folded piece of paper that must have been
pushed through the gap above the door.

She reached for it, opened it.

In large, black printed letters it read: This is your final warning, Pippa. Walk
away.

The scream inside her flashed again, climbing up her neck. How
imaginative; the exact same note Elliot Ward had left in her locker last October.

Pip’s hand tightened into a fist around the note, screwing it up. She dropped
the ball of paper to the floor and slammed her locker shut.

Cara and Connor were standing just behind it, waiting for her.

‘Everything OK?’ Cara asked, her face soft with concern.

‘I’'m fine,” Pip said, turning to walk with them down the hall.

‘Have you seen?’ Connor said. ‘People online are actually believing it,
saying they thought it was all a bit too elaborate. That it felt scripted.’

‘I told you,” Pip said. Her voice came out dark, remoulded by her anger.
‘Never read the comments.’

‘But -’

‘Hey,” Ant’s voice called as they turned the corner past the Chemistry block.
He, Lauren and Zach were just behind them, coming from the other direction.

They waited for the others to catch up and slot in between, Ant’s steps
falling in line with Pip’s.

“Whole school’s talking about you,’ he said, and Pip could see him watching
her out of the corner of her eye.

“Well the whole school is full of idiots,” Cara said, hurrying to walk on Pip’s
other side.

‘Maybe.’” Ant shrugged, with a glance back to Lauren. ‘But we were just
thinking that, I don’t know, it does seem kind of convenient.’



‘What seems convenient?’ Pip said, and there was a growl in her voice.
Maybe no one else could hear it, but she did.

‘“Well, the whole Jamie thing,” Lauren spoke up now.

‘Oh really?’ Pip shot her a warning look, trying to hurt her with her eyes.
‘Connor, has it felt convenient to you that your brother is missing?’

Connor’s mouth opened, but he was unsure how to answer, and all that came
out was a croak between yes and no.

“You know what I mean, though,” Ant carried on. ‘Like, the whole catfish
thing, so you don’t actually have to name a culprit because it’s someone who
doesn’t really exist. Everything happening the night of the memorial for Andie
and Sal. The missing knife, and you just happening to find it by that creepy
farmhouse. It is all a bit . . . convenient, isn’t it?’

‘Shut up, Ant,” Zach said quietly, falling back to keep his distance like he
could sense something was coming.

‘What the fuck?’ Cara stared incredulously at Ant. ‘Say the word
“convenient” one more time and I will end you.’

‘“Whoa.” Ant chuckled, holding up his hands. ‘I’m just saying.’

But Pip couldn’t hear what he was just saying, because her ears were ringing,
a hiss like static, broken up by her own voice asking her: Did you plant the
knife? Could you have planted the knife? Is Jamie missing? Is Layla Mead real?
Is any of this even real?

And she didn’t know how she was still walking because she couldn’t feel her
feet. She could feel only one thing. The scream had wound itself around her
throat now, pulling tighter and tighter as it chased its own end.

‘I won’t be mad,” Ant was saying. ‘To be honest, if this is all made up, I
think it’s a genius idea. Except, you know, that you got caught. And that you
didn’t tell me and Lauren.’

Cara snapped. ‘So, you’re essentially calling both Connor and Pip liars?
Grow up, Ant, and stop being such a dick all your life.’

‘Hey,” Lauren chimed in now. ‘You’re the one being a dick.’

‘Oh really?’

‘Guys . . .” Connor said, but the word was lost as soon as he uttered it.

‘So where is Jamie?’ Ant said. ‘Holed up in some Premier Inn somewhere?’

And Pip knew that he was just prodding her, but she couldn’t control it, she
couldn’t —

The double doors swung inwards at the end of the corridor, and the
headteacher, Mrs Morgan stepped through. Her eyes narrowed, and then lit up.

‘Ah, Pip!” she shouted down the hall. ‘I need to speak to you, urgently,
before you go home!”



‘Busted,” Ant whispered, making Lauren snort. ‘Go on, it’s over now. Might
as well tell us the truth.’

But everything had turned to fire behind Pip’s eyes.

Her feet twisted.

Her arms swung out.

Hands against Ant’s chest, she shoved him, pushing him with all her strength
across the width of the hall.

He crashed into a bank of lockers.

‘“What the —’

Pip’s elbow drew up, her forearm against Ant’s neck, holding him in place.
She stared him in the eyes, though hers had burned to ash, and she finally let it
out.

She screamed into his face. It ripped at her throat and tore at her eyes,
feeding itself from that never-ending pit in her stomach.

Pip screamed and they were all that existed. Just her and the scream.



Thirty-One
‘Suspended?’

Pip sank into the stool in the kitchen, avoiding her dad’s eyes.

“Yes.” Her mum was standing on the other side of the room,

Pip in the middle. Talking around her, over her head. ‘For three days. What
about Cambridge, Pippa?’

‘“Who was the other student?’ Dad asked, voice softening where her mum’s
had grown harder, sharper.

‘Anthony Lowe.’

Pip glanced up, catching the face her dad pulled: bottom lip rolled up over
the top, eyes crinkling like he wasn’t surprised.

“What’s that look for?’ her mum said.

‘Nothing.” Her dad rearranged his face, untucking his lip. ‘Just never really
liked the kid that much.’

‘How is that helpful right now, Victor?’ her mum snapped.

‘Sorry, it’s not,” he said, exchanging a look with Pip. It was quick, but it was
enough, and she felt a little less alone out there in the middle of the room. ‘Why
did you do it, Pip?’

‘I don’t know.’

“You don’t know?’ her mum said. “You shoved him against a locker with
your arm on his throat. How do you not know how that happens? You’re lucky
Cara, Zach and Connor were there and defended you to Mrs Morgan, told her
Ant provoked you, otherwise you would have been expelled.’

‘How did he provoke you, pickle?’ her dad asked.

‘Called me a liar,” she said. “The internet thinks I’m a liar. A jury of twelve
peers think I’'m a liar. My own friends think I’m a liar. So I guess I'm a liar now,
and Max Hastings is the good guy.’

‘I’m sorry about the verdict,” he said. ‘That must be really hard for you.’

‘Harder for the people he drugged and raped,’ she said.

“Yes, and it’s unfair and awful,” her mum said with a frown. ‘But that’s not
an excuse for your violent behaviour.’

‘I’m not making an excuse. I’'m not asking for forgiveness,” Pip said, flatly.
‘It happened and I don’t feel guilty. He deserved it.’

“What are you saying?’ she said. ‘This isn’t like you.’

“What if it is?” Pip rose from the stool. ‘What if this is exactly like me?’

‘Pip, don’t shout at your mother,” her dad said, crossing over to her mum’s
side, abandoning her in the middle.

‘Shouting? Really?’ Pip said, really shouting now. ‘That’s what we’re



focusing on? A serial rapist walked free today. Jamie has been missing six whole
days and might be dead. Oh, but the real problem is that I’'m shouting!’

‘Calm down, please,’ he said.

‘I can’t! I can’t calm down any more! Why should I?’

Her phone was face down on the floor. She hadn’t looked at it for an hour,
sitting here underneath her desk, her fingers hooked around her toes. Her head
was pressed against the cool wood of the desk leg, eyes hiding from the light.

She hadn’t gone down for dinner, said she wasn’t hungry, even though her
dad came up and said they didn’t have to talk about it, not in front of Josh. But
she didn’t want to sit there at the table, in a fake truce mid-argument. An
argument that couldn’t end, because she wasn’t sorry, she knew that. And that’s
what her mum wanted from her.

She heard a knock at the front door, a knock she knew: long-short-long. The
door opened and closed, and then the footsteps she knew too, the scuff of Ravi’s
trainers on the wooden floor before he took them off and lined them up neatly by
the doormat.

And the next thing she heard was her mum’s voice, passing by the stairs.
‘She’s in her room. See if you can talk any sense into her.’

Ravi couldn’t find her, as he stepped into the room; not until she said,
quietly, ‘I’m down here.’

He bent down, knees clicking as his face came into view.

“Why aren’t you answering your phone?’ he said.

Pip looked at her face-down phone, out of arm’s reach.

‘Are you OK?’ he said.

And she wanted, more than anything, to say no, to slide out from under the
desk and fall into him. To stay there, in his gaze, wrap herself up in it and never
set foot outside again. To let him tell her it was all going to be OK, even though
neither of them knew it would be. She wanted just to be the Pip she was with
Ravi for a while. But that Pip wasn’t here right now. And maybe she really was
gone.

‘No,’ she said.

“Your parents are worried about you.’

‘Don’t need their worry,’ she sniffed.

‘I’m worried about you,’ he said.

She put her head against the desk again. ‘Don’t need yours either.’

‘Can you come out and talk to me?’ he said gently. ‘Please?’

‘Did he smile?’ she asked. ‘Did he smile when they said, “not guilty”?’

‘I couldn’t see his face.” Ravi offered his hand to help Pip out from under the
desk. She didn’t take it, crawling out on her own and standing up.



‘I bet he smiled.” She ran her finger along the sharp edge of her desk,
pressing in until it hurt her.

“Why does that matter?’

‘It matters,’ she said.

‘I’m sorry.” Ravi tried to hold her eyes but her gaze kept slipping away. ‘If
there was anything I could do to change it, I would. Anything. But there’s
nothing we can do now. And you getting suspended because you’re so angry
about Max . . . he’s not worth any of that.’

‘So he just wins?’

‘No, I ...’ Ravi abandoned his sentence, stepping over to her, his arms out to
pull her in and wrap her up. And maybe it was because Max’s angled face
flashed into her head, or maybe she didn’t want Ravi to get too close to the after-
scream still thrumming inside her, but she pulled away from him.

‘Wha—’ His arms fell back to his sides, his eyes darkening, deepening.
“What are you doing?’

‘I don’t know.’

‘So, what is it, you just want to hate the whole world right now, including
me?’

‘Maybe,’ she said.

Pip —

‘Well, what’s the point?’ Her voice snagged against her dried out throat.
“What was the point in everything we did last year? I thought I was doing it for
the truth. But guess what? The truth doesn’t matter. It doesn’t! Max Hastings is
innocent and I’m a liar and Jamie Reynolds isn’t missing. That’s the truth now.’
Her eyes filled. “What if I can’t save him? What if I’'m not good enough to save
him? I’'m not good, Ravi, I -’

‘We will find him,” Ravi said.

‘I need to.’

‘And you think I don’t?’ he said. ‘I might not know him like you do, and I
can’t explain it, but I need Jamie to be OK. He knew my brother, was friends
with him and Andie at school. It’s like it’s happening all over again six years
later, and this time I actually have a chance, a small chance, to help to save
Connor’s brother where I had no hope of saving my own. I know Jamie isn’t Sal,
but this feels like some kind of second chance for me. You aren’t on your own
here, so stop pushing people away. Stop pushing me away.’

Her hands gripped the desk, bones pushing through her skin. He needed to
get away from her, in case she couldn’t control it again. The scream. ‘I just want
to be alone.’

‘Fine,” Ravi said, scratching the phantom itch at the back of his head. ‘I’ll



go. I know you’re only lashing out because you’re angry. I'm angry too. And
you don’t mean it, you know you don’t mean it.” He sighed. ‘Let me know when
you remember who I am. Who you are.’

Ravi moved over to the door, his hand stalling in the air before it, head
slightly cocked. ‘I love you,’ he said angrily, not looking at her. He slammed the
handle down and walked out, the door juddering behind him.



Thirty-Two
Makes me sick.

That’s what the text said. From Naomi Ward.

Pip sat up on her bed, clicking on to the photo Naomi sent with the message.

It was a screenshot, from Facebook. A post from Nancy Tangotits: the name
of Max Hastings’ profile. A photo, of Max, his mum and dad and his lawyer,
Christopher Epps. They were gathered around a table in a lavish-looking
restaurant, white pillars and a giant powder-blue bird cage in the background.
Max was holding up the phone to get them all in the frame. And they were
smiling, all of them, glasses of champagne in their hands.

He’d tagged them in at The Savoy Hotel in London, and the caption above
read: celebrating . . .

The room immediately started to shrink, closing in around Pip. The walls
took an inward step and the shadows in the corners stretched out to take her. She
couldn’t be here. She needed to get out before she suffocated inside this room.

She stumbled out of her door, phone in hand, tiptoeing past Josh’s room to
the stairs. He was already in bed, but he’d come in to see her earlier, with a
whispered, ‘Thought you might be hungry,’ leaving her a packet of Pom-Bears
he’d smuggled from the kitchen. ‘Shhh, don’t tell Mum and Dad.’

Pip could hear the sounds of her parents watching television in the living
room, waiting for their programme to start at nine. They were talking, a muffled
drone through the door, but she could hear one word clearly: her own name.

Quietly, she stepped into her trainers, scooped up her keys from the side, and
slipped out of the front door, shutting it silently behind her.

It was raining, hard, spattering against the ground and up against her ankles.
That was fine, that was OK. She needed to get out, clear her head. And maybe
the rain would help, water down the rage until she was no longer ablaze, just the
charred parts left behind.

She ran across the road, into the woods on the other side. It was dark here,
pitch dark, but it covered her from the worst of the rain. And that was fine too,
until something unseen rustled through the undergrowth and scared her. She
returned to the road, safe along the moonlit pavement, soaked through. She
should have felt cold — she was shivering — but she couldn’t really feel it. And
she didn’t know where to go. She just wanted to walk, to be outside where
nothing could shut her in. So she walked, up to the end of Martinsend Way and
back, stopping before she reached her house, turning and walking the road again.
Up and down and back again, chasing her thoughts, trying to unravel their ends.

Her hair was dripping by her third time coming back. She stopped dead.



There was movement. Someone walking down the front path of Zach’s house.
But it wasn’t Zach’s house, not any more. The figure was Charlie Green,
carrying a filled black sack towards the bin left out near the path.

He jumped when he saw her emerging from the dark.

‘Ah, Pip, sorry,” he said, laughing, dropping the bag in the bin. “You scared
me. Are you —’ He paused, looking at her. ‘God, you’re soaking. Why aren’t you
wearing a jacket?’

She didn’t have an answer.

‘“Well you’re almost home now. Get in and get dry,’ he said kindly.

‘I-I . . . she stuttered, her teeth chattering. ‘I can’t go home. Not yet.’

Charlie tilted his head, his eyes searching out hers.

‘Oh, OK,’ he said awkwardly. “Well, do you want to come to ours, for a bit?’

‘No. Thank you,’ she added hastily. ‘I don’t want to be inside.’

‘Oh, right.” Charlie shuffled, glancing back to his house. ‘Well, uh . . . do
you want to sit under the porch, get out of the rain?’

Pip was about to say no but, actually, maybe she was feeling cold now. She
nodded.

‘OK, sure,” Charlie said, beckoning for her to follow him down the path.
They stepped under the covered front steps and he paused. ‘Do you want a drink
or something? A towel?’

‘No thank you,’ Pip said, sitting herself down on the dry middle step.

‘Right.” Charlie nodded, pushing his reddish hair back from his face. ‘So,
um, are you OK?’

‘I...” Pip began. ‘I’ve had a bad day.’

‘Oh.” He sat down, on the step below her. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

‘I don’t really know how,’ she said.

‘I, er, I listened to your podcast, and the new episodes about Jamie
Reynolds,’ he said. “You’'re really good at what you do. And brave. Whatever it
is that’s bothering you, I’m sure you’ll find a way.’

“They found Max Hastings not guilty today.’

‘Oh.” Charlie sighed, stretching out his legs. ‘Shit. That’s not good.’

“To put it lightly,” she sniffed, wiping rainwater from the end of her nose.

“You know,’ he said, ‘for what it’s worth, the justice system is supposed to
be this purveyor of right and wrong, good and bad. But sometimes, I think it gets
it wrong almost as much as it gets it right. I’ve had to learn that, too, and it’s
hard to accept. What do you do when the things that are supposed to protect you,
fail you like that?’

‘I was so naive,’ Pip said. ‘I practically handed Max Hastings to them, after
everything came out last year. And I truly believed it was some kind of victory,



that the bad would be punished. Because it was the truth, and the truth was the
most important thing to me. It’s all I believed in, all I cared about: finding the
truth, no matter the cost. And the truth was that Max was guilty and he would
face justice. But justice doesn’t exist, and the truth doesn’t matter, not in the real
world, and now they’ve just handed him right back.’

‘Oh, justice exists,” Charlie said, looking up at the rain. ‘Maybe not the kind
that happens in police stations and courtrooms, but it does exist. And when you
really think about it, those words — good and bad, right and wrong — they don’t
really matter in the real world. Who gets to decide what they mean: those people
who just got it wrong and let Max walk free? No,’ he shook his head. ‘I think we
all get to decide what good and bad and right and wrong mean to us, not what
we’re told to accept. You did nothing wrong. Don’t beat yourself up for other
people’s mistakes.’

She turned to him, her stomach clenching. ‘But that doesn’t matter now. Max
has won.’

‘He only wins if you let him.’

“What can I do about it?’ she asked.

‘From listening to your podcast, sounds to me like there’s not much you
can’t do.’

‘I haven’t found Jamie.” She picked at her nails. ‘And now people think he’s
not really missing, that I made it all up. That I’'m a liar and I'm bad and -’

‘Do you care?’ Charlie asked. ‘Do you care what people think, if you know
you’re right?’

She paused, her answer sliding back down her throat. Why did she care? She
was about to say she didn’t care at all, but hadn’t that been the feeling in the pit
of her stomach all along? The pit that had been growing these last six months.
Guilt about what she did last time, about her dog dying, about not being good,
about putting her family in danger, and every day reading the disappointment in
her mum’s eyes. Feeling bad about the secrets she was keeping to protect Cara
and Naomi. She was a liar, that part was true.

And worse, to make herself feel better about it all, she’d said it wasn’t really
her and she’d never be that person again. That she was different now . . . good.
That she’d almost lost herself last time and it wouldn’t happen again. But that
wasn’t it, was it? She hadn’t almost lost herself, maybe she’d actually been
meeting herself for the very first time. And she was tired of feeling guilty about
it. Tired of feeling shame about who she was. She bet Max Hastings had never
felt ashamed a day in his life.

“You’'re right,” she said. And as she straightened up, untwisted, she realized
that the pit in her stomach, the one that had been swallowing her from inside out,



it was starting to go. Filling in until it was hardly there at all. ‘Maybe I don’t
have to be good, or other people’s versions of good. And maybe I don’t have to
be likeable.” She turned to him, her movements quick and light despite her
water-heavy clothes. ‘Fuck likeable. You know who’s likeable? People like Max
Hastings who walk into a courtroom with fake glasses and charm their way out. I
don’t want to be like that.’

‘So don’t,” Charlie said. ‘And don’t give up because of him. Someone’s life
might depend on you. And I know you can find him, find Jamie.” He turned a
smile to her. ‘Other people might not believe in you but, for what it’s worth,
your neighbour from four doors down does.’

She felt it grow on her face: a smile. Small, flickering out after a moment,
but it had been there. And it had been real. ‘Thank you, Charlie.” She’d needed
to hear that. All of it. Maybe she wouldn’t have listened, it if had come from
anyone close to her. There’d been too much anger, too much guilt, too many
voices. But she was listening now. ‘Thank you.” She meant it. And the voice in
her head thanked him too.

‘No problem.’

Pip stood up, out into the downpour, staring up at the moon, its light
quivering through the sheets of rain. ‘I have to go and do something.’



Thirty-Three

Pip sat in her car, halfway down Tudor Lane. Not outside his house, just a
little further up, so no one would see. Her thumbs on her phone, she played the
audio clip one last time:

‘Max, at a calamity party in March 2012, did you drug and rape Becca
Bell?’

‘What? No I fucking didn’t.’

‘MAX, do not lie to me or I swear to god I will ruin you! Did you put
Rohypnol in Becca’s drink and have sex with her?’

‘Yes, but, like . . . it wasn’t rape. She didn’t say no.’

‘Because you drugged her, you vile rapist gargoyle. You have no idea what
you’ve done.’

Her ears rang, trying to push away his voice and listen to her own. Good and
bad didn’t matter here. There were only winners. And he only won if she let him.
That was justice.

So, she did it.

She pressed the button, uploading the audio of that phone call to her website,
reposting it on the podcast’s Twitter account. Alongside the post, she wrote: Max
Hastings trial final update. I don’t care what the jury believes: he is guilty.

It was done, it was gone.

There was no going back now. This was her, and it was OK.

She dropped her phone on to the passenger seat and picked up the pot of
paint she’d taken from the garage, tucking the brush into her back pocket. She
opened the door, reaching back for the final item, the hammer from her dad’s
toolkit, before stepping silently out of her car.

She walked up the road, passing one house, two, three, four, until she
stopped, looking up at the Hastings family’s sprawling home, with its painted
white front door. They were out, all of them, at their fancy dinner at the Savoy.
And Pip was here, outside their empty house.

Up the drive, past the large oak tree, coming to a stop before the front door.
She laid the paint pot on the ground, bending down to use the end of the hammer
to pry open the lid. It was half full, the paint a dull green as she pulled out the
brush and dipped it inside, spooling off the excess.

No going back. She took one breath and then stepped up, pressing the brush
against the front door. She reached high, looping it up and down, crouching to
pick up more paint when her lines ran dry.

The letters were shaky and dripping, spreading out from the door to the light-
coloured bricks either side. She went back over the words, deeper and darker,



and when she was done, she dropped the brush on the path, a small spatter of
paint where it landed. She picked up the hammer, twirling it between her fingers,
feeling its weight in her hands.

She crossed to the left side of the house, to the window there. She readied
her arm and the hammer, held it back. Then she swung with full force into the
window.

It shattered. A sprinkling of broken glass fell inside and out, like glitter, like
rain, dusting the tops of her trainers. She tightened her grip on the hammer, glass
crunching under her feet as she approached the next window. Pulled back and
smashed it, the sound of the tinkling glass lost beneath the rain. And the next
window. First swing, cracked. Second swing, exploded. Past the front door and
the words she’d painted there, to the windows on the other side. One. Two.
Three. Until all six windows at the front of the house were destroyed. Broken
open. Exposed.

Pip’s breath was heavy in her chest now, right arm aching as she back-
stepped down the drive. Her hair was matted and wet, whipping across her face
as she looked up at the destruction. Her destruction.

And painted across the front, in the same forest-green shade as the Amobis’
new garden shed, were the words:

Rapist
I will get you

Pip read them, and read them again; looked around at what she’d done.

And she checked, down inside herself, under her skin, but she couldn’t find
it. The scream was no longer there, waiting for her. She’d beaten it.

sk

Can you come outside? she texted him, the rain pattering against her screen,
the phone no longer recognizing her thumb.

Read, it said beneath her message a few seconds later.

She watched from outside as the light in Ravi’s bedroom window clicked on,
and the curtain twitched for just a second.

Pip followed his progress as the hall light turned on in the upper middle
window, and then the downstairs hall light, glowing through the glass in the
front door. Broken up now by Ravi’s silhouette as he made his way towards it.

It opened and he stood there against the light, wearing just a white T-shirt
and navy joggers. He looked at her, then up at the rain in the sky, and he walked
outside, his feet bare, slapping against the path.

‘Nice night,” he said, squinting against the droplets now running down his



face.

‘I’'m sorry.” Pip looked at him, her hair sticking to her face in long dark
streaks. ‘I’m sorry I took it out on you.’

‘That’s OK,’ he said.

‘No, it’s not.” She shook her head. ‘I had no right to be angry at you. I think I
was angry at me, mostly. And it’s not just everything that happened today. I
mean, it is that, but also I’ve been lying to myself for a while now, trying to
separate myself from that person who became so obsessed with finding Andie
Bell’s killer. Trying to convince everyone else it wasn’t really me so I could
convince myself. But I think, now, that that is me. And maybe I’'m selfish and
maybe I’'m a liar and maybe I’'m reckless and obsessive and I’'m OK with doing
bad things when it’s me doing them and maybe I’m a hypocrite, and maybe none
of that is good, but it feels good. It feels like me, and I hope you’re OK with all
that because . . . I love you too.’

She had barely finished speaking, but Ravi’s hand was against her face,
cupped around her cheek, his thumb rubbing the rain from her bottom lip. He
moved his fingers down to lift her chin and then he kissed her. Long and hard,
their faces wet against each other, both trying to fight a smile.

But the smile broke eventually, and Ravi drew back. ‘You should have just
asked me. I know exactly who you are. And I love her. I love you. Oh, by the
way, I said it first.’

“Yeah, in anger,’ said Pip.

‘Ah, that’s just because I’'m so brooding and mysterious.” He pulled a face
with puckered lips and too-serious eyes.

‘Um, Ravi?’

“Yes, Um Pip.’

‘I need to tell you something. Something I just did.’

‘What did you do?’ He dropped the face into one that was actually serious.
‘Pip, what did you just do?’



FRIDAY
7 DAYS MISSING

Thirty-Four

Pip’s alarm went off for school, chirping from her bedside table.

She yawned, sticking one foot outside the duvet. Then she remembered that
she was suspended, so she tucked the foot back inside and leaned over to snooze
the alarm.

But even through one sleepy eye, she saw the message waiting on her phone.
Received seven minutes ago, from Nat da Silva.

Hi it’s Nat. I need to show you something. It’s about Jamie. About Layla
Mead.

Her eyes hadn’t even unstuck yet, but Pip sat up and kicked off the duvet.
Her jeans were still damp from last night as she pulled them on, with a white
long sleeved T-shirt from the top of the laundry basket; it probably had one more
use in it.

She was just fighting a brush through her rain-tangled hair when her mum
came in to say goodbye before work.

‘I’m taking Josh to school now,’ she said.

‘OK.’ Pip winced as the brush caught in a knot. ‘Have a good day.’

‘“We need to have a proper conversation about what’s going on with you, this
weekend.” Her mum’s eyes were stern, but her voice was trying not to be. ‘I
know you’re under a lot of pressure, but we agreed that wouldn’t happen this
time.’

‘No pressure, not any more,” Pip said, the knot coming loose. ‘And I’m sorry
about getting suspended.” She wasn’t, not one bit. Ant deserved it, as far as she
was concerned. But if that’s what her mum needed to hear to leave it alone, then
lying it was. Her mum had the best intentions, Pip knew, but right now, those
best intentions would only get in her way.

‘That’s OK, sweetie,” she said. ‘I know the verdict must have hit you hard.
And everything with Jamie Reynolds. Maybe it’s best if you stay in today, get
some studying done. Some normality.’

‘OK, I'll try.’

Pip waited, listening at her bedroom door to the sounds of her mum telling
Joshua to put his shoes on the correct feet and ushering him outside. The car
engine, wheels on the drive. She gave them a three-minute head start, and then
she left.



Nat’s face appeared in the crack, her eyes swollen, white hair pushed back,
broken up by visible finger tracks.

‘Oh, it’s you,’ she said, pulling the door fully open.

‘I got your message,” Pip said, her chest constricting as she met Nat’s sad
eyes.

“Yeah.” Nat stepped back. “You should, um, you should come in.” She
beckoned Pip over the threshold, before closing the door and leading them down
the corridor to the kitchen. The furthest Pip had ever been invited inside this
house.

Nat took a seat at the small kitchen table, gesturing for Pip to take the one
opposite. She did, sitting awkwardly at its very edge. Waiting, the air thickening
between them.

Nat cleared her throat, rubbed one eye. ‘My brother told me something this
morning. He said Max Hastings’ house was vandalized last night, and someone
painted Rapist across his door.’

‘Oh. .. r-really?’ said Pip, swallowing hard.

“Yeah. But, apparently, they don’t know who it was, don’t have any
witnesses or anything.’

‘Oh, that’s a . . . that’s a shame,’ Pip coughed.

Nat looked pointedly at her, something different, something new in her eyes.
And Pip knew that she knew.

Then something else happened; Nat reached out across the table and took
Pip’s hand. Held on to it.

‘And I saw you uploaded that audio file,” she said, her hand shifting around
inside Pip’s. “You’re going to get in trouble for that, aren’t you?’

‘Probably,’ said Pip.

‘I know how that feels,” Nat said. ‘That anger. Like you just want to set fire
to the world and watch it burn.’

‘Something like that.’

Nat tightened her grip on Pip’s hand and then she let it go, drawing hers back
flat against the table. ‘I think we’re quite alike, you and me. I didn’t before. I
wanted to hate you so badly, I really did. I used to hate Andie Bell that much; for
a while it felt like the only thing I had. And you know why I wanted to hate you
so much? Apart from you being a pain in the arse.” She tapped her fingers. ‘I
listened to your podcast, and it made me not hate Andie quite so much any more.
In fact, I felt sorry for her, so I hated you even harder instead. But I think I’ve
been hating the wrong people all along.” She sniffed with a tiny smile. ‘You’re
OK,’ she said.

‘Thanks,” Pip said, Nat’s smile passing to her and then out of the open



window.

‘And you were right.” Nat picked at her fingernails. ‘About Luke.’

“Your boyfriend?’

‘Not any more. Not that he knows it yet.” She laughed, but there was no joy
in it.

“What was I right about?’

‘“What you noticed, when you asked where we were the night Jamie went
missing. Luke said he was home all night, alone.” She paused. ‘He was lying,
you were right.’

‘Did you ask him where he was?’ said Pip.

‘No. Luke doesn’t like to be asked questions.’ Nat shifted in her chair. ‘But
after Jamie never showed up and was ignoring my calls, I went over to Luke’s
house to see him. He wasn’t there. And his car was gone.’

“What time was this?’

‘Around midnight. Then I went back home.’

‘So, you don’t know where Luke was?’ Pip leaned forward, elbows on the
table.

‘I do now.” Nat withdrew one of her hands to pull her phone out, laying it on
the table. ‘Last night, I was thinking about what you said yesterday, that maybe
Luke had something to do with Jamie’s disappearance. So I, uh, looked through
his phone while he was asleep. Went through his WhatsApps. He’s been talking
to a girl.” She laughed again, small and hollow. ‘She’s called Layla Mead.’

Pip felt the name creeping along her skin, climbing up her spine, jumping
rung to rung.

“You said Jamie’s been talking to her too,” Nat said. ‘I stayed up till four,
listening to your two episodes. You don’t know who Layla is, but Luke does.’
She ran her fingers through her hair. ‘That’s where he was, the night of Jamie’s
disappearance. Meeting Layla.’

‘Really?’

“That’s what his messages say. They’ve been talking for several weeks, I
scrolled back and read every message. Looks like they met on Tinder, so that’s
great for me. And the messages are, you know, explicit. Also great for me. But
they hadn’t met yet, not until last Friday night. Here.” She unlocked her phone,
thumbing on to her photos app. ‘I took two screenshots and sent them to my
phone. I was already thinking of showing you, because, you know . . . you came
back, so I didn’t have to be alone. And when I heard about Max’s house, that’s
when I decided to message you. Here.” She passed the phone into Pip’s waiting
hands.

Pip’s eyes trailed down the first screenshot: Luke’s messages on the right in



green boxes, Layla’s left and white.
I’ ve been thinking about you . . .
Yeah? Been thinking bout you too
Nothing good I hope : )
You know me
I’ d like to.
I don’ t wanna wait any more. Wanna meet tonight?
Alright where?
Car park in Lodge Wood

Pip’s breath stuttered at Layla’s last message. The car park at Lodge Wood;
her search party team had walked through that car park on Wednesday. It fell
inside their zone.

She glanced up quickly at Nat before swiping to the second screenshot.

A car park?
I won’ t be wearing much. . .
When?
Come now.
Then ten minutes later, at 11:58 p.m.:
Are you coming?
Almost there.

And then much later, at 12:41 a.m. from Luke:
What the fuck, I’ m gonna kill you

Pip’s eyes shot up to Nat’s.

‘I know,’ she said, nodding. ‘No more messages from either of them after
that. But he knows who Layla is, and you think she had something to do with
Jamie?’

“Yeah, I do,’ Pip said, sliding Nat’s phone back across the table. ‘I think she
had everything to do with Jamie.’

‘I need you to find him,” Nat said, and there was quiver to her lip now that
wasn’t there before, a sheen to her dried-out eyes. ‘Jamie, he . . . he’s really
important to me. And I-I just need him to be OK.’

It was Pip who reached across the table now, taking Nat’s hand in hers, her
thumb hovering above the sharp ridges and falls of Nat’s knuckles. ‘I’m trying,’
she said.



Thirty-Five

Ravi was jittery, moving too much, disturbing the air beside her as they
walked.

‘How scary did you say this guy is again?’ he asked, his fingers finding their
way into the pocket of Pip’s jacket, hooking on.

‘Pretty scary,’ she said.

‘And he’s a drug dealer.’

“Think he’s higher up than that,” she said as they turned on to Beacon Close.

‘Oh good,” Ravi said. ‘Howie’s boss. Are we going to blackmail this one
too?’

Pip shrugged, pulled a face at him. ‘Whatever works.’

‘Great. Cool,” Ravi said. ‘Really love that new motto, covers all bases. Yep.
Cool. This is all fine. Which house is he?’

‘Number thirteen.” Pip pointed out the house with the white BMW parked
outside.

‘“Thirteen?’ Ravi squinted at her. ‘Oh fabulous. Another good sign, that is.’

‘Come on,’ Pip said, suppressing a smile, patting him twice on the backside
as they walked up the path alongside the car, the one they’d chased on
Wednesday night. Pip glanced at it, and back at Ravi, then she pressed her finger
into the doorbell. The sound was shrill and piercing.

‘I bet everyone dreads the day they get a knock at the door from Pip Fitz-
Amobi,” Ravi whispered.

The door pulled open sharply, and Luke Eaton stood before them, wearing
the same black basketball shorts and a grey T-shirt which clashed with the
colour of the tattoos scaling the pale skin of his neck.

‘Hello. Again,” he added gruffly. “What is it this time?’

‘We need to ask you some questions, about Jamie Reynolds,” Pip said,
standing as tall as she could.

‘Shame,’ Luke said, itching one leg with the foot of the other. ‘I really don’t
like questions.’

He slapped his hand forcefully against the door.

‘No, I = Pip said, but it was too late. The door slammed shut before her
words could make it through the gap. ‘Fuck,’ she said loudly, an urge to hit the
door with her fist.

‘I didn’t think he’d talk . . .” But Ravi’s voice trailed off as he watched Pip
crouch by the front door, pushing her fingers against the letterbox to hold it
open. ‘What are you doing?’

She drew her face close and shouted through the small rectangular opening:



‘I know Jamie owed you money when he went missing. If you talk to us, I'll
give you the nine hundred pounds he owes you!’

She straightened up, the letterbox closing with a metallic clang. Ravi
narrowed his eyes angrily at her, mouthing, “What?’

But Pip didn’t have time to offer an answer, because Luke was pulling the
door open again, his jawbone protruding and retreating as he chewed on an
answer.

‘All of it?’ he said with a click of his tongue.

“Yes.” The word rushed out of her, breathy but firm. ‘All nine hundred. I’'ll
get it to you next week.’

‘In cash,’ he said, eyes alighting on hers.

“Yes, OK,’ she nodded, ‘by the end of next week.’

‘Alright.” He pulled the door fully open on its hinge. “You’ve got a deal
there, Sherlock.’

Pip stepped up over the threshold, feeling Ravi right behind her as Luke
closed the door, shutting them all in inside this too-narrow corridor. Luke passed
them, his arm brushing against Pip’s as he did, and she couldn’t tell whether it
had been intentional or not.

‘In here,” he barked over his shoulder, leading them into the kitchen.

There were four chairs, but no one sat down. Luke leaned against the
counter, knees cocked and careless, tattooed arms out wide anchoring him there.
Pip and Ravi stood together, at the entrance, toes in the kitchen, their heels left
behind in the corridor.

Luke opened his mouth to speak, but Pip couldn’t let him take charge, so she
rushed out her question first.

“Why does Jamie owe you nine hundred pounds?’

Luke dropped his head and smiled, licking the front of his teeth.

‘Was it something to do with drugs, did he buy from -’

‘No,” Luke said. ‘Jamie owed me nine hundred pounds because I lent him
nine hundred pounds. He came to me a little while ago, desperate to borrow
money. Guess Nat mentioned to him I did that sometimes. So, I helped him out —
with a high interest rate, of course,” he added with a dark laugh. ‘Told him I’d
beat the shit out of him if he was late paying me back, and then the fucker goes
missing, doesn’t he?’

‘Did Jamie say what he needed the money for?’ Ravi asked.

Luke turned his attention to Ravi. ‘I don’t ask people’s business because I
don’t care.’

But Pip’s mind had jumped instead to when, not why. Was Luke’s threat a
little stronger than he was letting on, something Jamie might have considered



life or death? Had he asked his dad to borrow money, and then tried to steal from
Pip’s mum’s office because he was scared of what Luke would do to him if he
couldn’t pay him back on time?

‘“When did Jamie borrow money from you?’ said Pip.

‘Dunno.’ Luke shrugged, his tongue between his teeth again.

Pip worked out the timeline in her head. ‘Was it Monday the 9%? Tuesday
the 10"? Before then?’

‘No, after,” Luke said. ‘Pretty sure it was a Friday, so must have been three
weeks ago today. He’s officially late repaying me now.’

The pieces rearranged in Pip’s head: no, Jamie borrowed the money after
asking his dad and trying to steal the credit card. So, going to Luke must have
been a last resort, and something else had been life or death. She glanced at
Ravi, and from the quick movement of his eyes, back and forth, she knew he was
thinking the same.

‘OK,’ Pip said. ‘Now I need to ask you about Layla Mead.’

‘Of course you do,’ he laughed. What was so funny?

“You went to meet Layla, last Friday, around midnight.’

“Yes, I did,” he said, only looking off-guard for a moment, then drumming
his fingers on the counter, the sound offsetting Pip’s heartbeat.

‘And you know who she really is.’

‘Yes, [ do.’

‘“Who is she?’ Pip said, her voice desperate, giving her away.

Luke smiled, showing too many of his teeth.

‘Layla Mead is Jamie.’



Thirty-Six
‘“What?’ Pip and Ravi said together, eyes swivelling to find each other.
Pip shook her head. “That’s not possible,’ she said.
‘“Well, it is.” Luke smirked, clearly enjoying their shock. ‘I was messaging
Layla that night, agreed to meet her at Lodge Wood car park, and who was there
waiting for me? Jamie Reynolds.’

‘B-but, but . . .” Pip’s brain stalled. ‘You saw Jamie? You met him, just after
midnight?’ The exact time, she was thinking, that Jamie’s heart rate had first
spiked.

“Yep. Fucking freak clearly thought he was being clever, having one over on
me. Pretending to be a girl to lead me on. Maybe he did it to try take Nat away
from me, don’t know. I’d kill him if he was still here.’

“What happened?’ Ravi said. “‘What happened in the car park with Jamie?’

‘Not much,’ Luke said, running a hand over his close-shaved head. ‘I got out
the car, called Layla’s name, and it’s Jamie instead who walks out of the trees.’

‘And?’ Pip said. “What happened, did you talk?’

‘Not really. He was acting all weird, like scared, which he should’ve been,
fucking with me.” Luke licked his teeth again. ‘Had both his hands in his
pockets. And he only said two words to me.’

‘“What?’ Pip and Ravi said together again.

‘I can’t even remember exactly what it was, something strange. It was like
“child broomstick” or “child brown sick”, I dunno, couldn’t really hear the
second part. And after Jamie said it, it was like he was watching me, waiting for
a reaction,” Luke said. ‘So obviously I was like, “What the fuck?” and when I
said that, Jamie turned and bolted, without another word. I chased after him,
woulda killed him if I caught him, but it was dark, I lost him in the trees.’

‘And?’ Pip pressed.

‘And nothing.” Luke straightened up, cracking the bones in his grey-
patterned neck. ‘Didn’t find him. I went home. Jamie goes missing. So, I’'m
thinking someone else he was fucking with got to him after. Whatever happened
to him, he deserved it. Fucking fat loser.’

‘But Jamie went to the abandoned farmhouse, right after meeting you,” Pip
said. ‘I know you use that place to pick up your, erm, business items. Why
would Jamie go there?’

‘I don’t know. I wasn’t there that night. But it’s isolated, secluded, best place
in town for conducting any private business. Except now I have to find a new
drop-off point, thanks to you,” he growled.

‘Are . . .” Pip said, but the rest of the sentence died before she even knew



what it was.

“That’s all I know about Layla Mead, about Jamie.” Luke dipped his head
and then raised his arm, pointing down the corridor behind them. “You can go
now.’

They didn’t move.

‘Now,’ he said, louder. ‘I’m busy.’

‘OK,’ Pip said, turning to go, telling Ravi to do the same with her eyes.

‘A week today,” Luke called after them. ‘I want my cash by next Friday and
I don’t like to be kept waiting.’

‘Got it,” Pip said, two steps away. But then the thought floating broken
around her head rearranged, reached its end, and Pip doubled back. ‘Luke, are
you twenty-nine?’ she asked.

“Yeah.” His eyebrows lowered, reaching for each other across the gap of his
nose.

‘And do you turn thirty soon?’

‘Couple months. Why?’

‘No reason.” She shook her head. “Thursday. I’ll have your money.” And she
walked back down the corridor and out through the front door Ravi was holding
open for her, an urgent look in his eyes.

‘What was that?’ Ravi said, when the door was firmly shut behind them.
“Where are you going to get nine hundred pounds from, Pip? He’s clearly a
dangerous guy, you can’t just go around and —’

‘Guess I'm accepting one of those sponsorship deals. ASAP,” Pip said,
turning back to look at the lines of sun skimming across Luke’s white car.

“You’re gonna give me a heart attack one day,” Ravi said, taking her hand,
leading her around the corner. ‘Jamie can’t be Layla, right? Right?’

‘No,’ Pip replied before she’d even thought about it. And then, after she had:
‘No, he can’t be. I’ve read the messages between the two of them. And the
whole Stella Chapman thing. And Jamie was on the phone to Layla outside the
calamity party; he had to have been on the phone to a real person.’

“What, so, maybe Layla sent Jamie there, to meet Luke?’ he said.

“Yeah, maybe. Maybe that’s what they were talking about on the phone. And
Jamie must have had the knife with him when he met Luke, probably in his
hoodie pocket.’

‘“Why?’ Lines of confusion drew across Ravi’s forehead. ‘None of this makes
sense. And what the hell is “child broomstick”? Is Luke messing with us?’

‘Doesn’t seem the kind to mess around. And remember, George heard Jamie
on the phone saying something about a “child” too.’

They headed towards the train station, where Pip had parked her car earlier,



so her mum wouldn’t see it if she was driving up and down High Street.

‘Why’d you ask his age?’ Ravi said. ‘Looking to trade me in for an older
model?’

‘It’s too many now to be a coincidence,’ she said, more to herself than Ravi.
‘Adam Clark, Daniel da Silva, Luke Eaton, and even Jamie too — only because
he lied about his age — but every single person Layla has spoken to is twenty-
nine or recently thirty. And more than that, they’re all white guys, with brownish
colour hair, living in the same town.’

“Yeah,” Ravi said, ‘so Layla has a type. A very, very specific type.’

‘I don’t know.” Pip looked down at her trainers, still damp from last night.
‘All those similarities, asking lots of questions. It’s like Layla’s been looking for
someone. Someone specific, but she doesn’t know who.’

Pip looked over to Ravi, but her eyes escaped from her, breaking away to the
side, to someone standing right there on the other side of the road. Outside the
new Costa that had opened there. Neat black jacket, messy blonde hair falling
into his eyes. Sharp, angled cheekbones.

He was back.

Max Hastings.

Standing with two guys Pip didn’t recognize, talking and laughing in the
street.

Pip emptied out and refilled with a feeling that was black and cold and red
and burning. She stopped walking and stared.

How dare he? How dare he stand there, laughing, in this town? Out where
anyone could see him?

Her hands tightened into fists, nails digging into Ravi’s palm.

‘Ouch.” Ravi escaped her grip and looked at her. ‘Pip, wha—7?’ Then he
followed her eyes across the road.

Max must have felt it, her gaze, because at that exact moment, he looked up,
over the street and the idling cars. Right at her. Into her. His mouth settled into a
line, pulling up at one end. He raised one arm, his hand open palm-out in a small
wave, and the line of his mouth was a smile.

Pip felt it growing inside her, sparking, but Ravi exploded first.

‘Don’t you look at her!” he screamed at Max, over the top of the cars. ‘Don’t
you dare look at her, you hear me?’

Heads turned in the street. Mutters. Faces in windows. Max lowered his arm,
but the smile never once left his face.

‘Come on,” Ravi said, retaking Pip’s hand. ‘Let’s get out of here.’

Ravi lay on Pip’s bed, throwing a pair of her balled-up socks in the air and
catching them. Throwing always helped him think.



Pip was at her desk, her laptop asleep before her, digging her finger through
her small pot of pins, letting them jab her.

‘One more time,” Ravi said, his eyes following the socks up to the ceiling
and down to his hand.

Pip cleared her throat. ‘Jamie walks to the car park in Lodge Wood. He’s
carrying the knife from home. He’s nervous, scared, his heart rate tells us that.
Layla has potentially set this up, told Luke to be there. We don’t know why.
Jamie says two words to Luke, studies him for a reaction and then runs off. He
then goes to the abandoned farmhouse. His heart spikes higher. He’s even more
scared, and the knife somehow ends up in the grass by the trees. And Jamie’s
Fitbit is removed, or it breaks or. ..’

‘Or his heart stops.’ Catch and throw.

‘And then his phone is turned off a few minutes later and never turns on
again,” Pip said, lowering her head so her hands could take its weight.

‘Well,” Ravi began, ‘Luke wasn’t exactly quiet about wanting to kill Jamie,
because he thinks he’s the one who catfished him. Isn’t it possible he chased
Jamie to the farmhouse?’

‘If Luke was the one who hurt Jamie, I don’t think he would’ve talked to us
at all, not even for nine hundred quid.’

‘Fair point,” Ravi said. ‘But he did lie initially, could have told you about
seeing Jamie when you first talked to him and Nat.’

“Yeah, but, you know, he went out there to cheat on Nat, and Nat was sitting
in the room with us. Plus, I’'m guessing he prefers not to be associated with
missing people, given his line of work.’

‘OK. But the words Jamie said to Luke, they have to be important
somehow.’ Ravi sat up, squeezing the socks in his hands. ‘“They are the key.’

‘Child broomstick? Child brown sick?’ Pip looked over at him, sceptical.
“They don’t sound very key.’

‘Maybe Luke misheard. Or maybe they have another meaning we can’t see
yet. Look them up.” He gestured towards her laptop.

‘Look them up?’

‘It’s worth a try, Grumpus.’

‘Fine.” Pip pressed the power button to awaken her laptop. She double-
clicked on Chrome, bringing up a blank Google page. ‘OK.’

She typed in child broomstick and pressed enter. ‘Yep, as I suspected, we’ve
got a lot of Halloween costumes for small witches and Quidditch players. Not
very helpful.’

‘“What did Jamie mean?’ Ravi wondered aloud, sock-ball back in the air. ‘Try
the other one.’



‘Urgh, fine, but I’m telling you now, I’m not clicking on images for this
one,” Pip said, clearing the search bar and typing in child brown sick. She
pressed enter and the top result, as expected, was a website about kids’ health,
with a page titled Vomiting. ‘See, I said this was pointle—’

The word got caught halfway up her throat, stalling there as Pip’s eyes
narrowed. Just below the search bar, Google was asking her: Did you mean:
Child Brunswick

‘Child Brunswick.” She said it quietly, sounding out the words on her lips.
They felt familiar somehow, pushed together like that.

“What’s that?’

Ravi slid off the bed and padded over as Pip clicked on Google’s suggestion
and the page of results changed, replaced by articles from all of the large news
outlets. Pip’s eyes skimmed down them.

‘Of course,’ she said, looking to Ravi, searching for the same recognition in
his eyes. But his were blank. ‘Child Brunswick,’ she said, ‘that’s the name the
media gave to the unnamed kid involved in the Scott Brunswick case.’

“The what case?’ he said, reading over her shoulder.

‘Have you not listened to any of the true crime podcasts I’ve recommended?’
she said. ‘Practically all of them have covered this case, it’s one of the most
notorious in the whole country. Happened, like, twenty years ago.” She looked
up at Ravi. ‘Scott Brunswick was a serial killer. A prolific one. And he made his
young son, Child Brunswick, help him lure out the victims. You’ve really never
heard of this?’

He shook his head.

‘Look, read about it,” she said, clicking on one of the articles.

THE FIND-IT O

HOME > TRUE-CRIME > BRITAIN’S MOST INFAMOUS SERIAL KILLERS > SCOTT
BRUNSWICK ‘THE MONSTER OF MARGATE’

By Oscar Stevens

Between 1998 and 1999 the town of Margate, Kent, was struck by a string of horrific murders. In the
space of just thirteen months, seven teenagers disappeared: Jessica Moore age 18, Evie French age 17,
Edward Harrison age 17, Megan Keller age 18, Charlotte Long age 19, Patrick Evans age 17, and Emily
Nowell age 17. Their burned remains were later discovered buried along the coast, all within one mile of

each other and the cause of death in each case was blunt force trauma.!]
Emily Nowell, the final victim of The Monster of Margate, was found three weeks after her
disappearance in March 1999, but it would take police a further two months to track down her killer.[?]
Police zeroed in on Scott Brunswick, a 41-year-old forklift driver who’d lived in Margate his whole



life.l3] Brunswick was a close match to a police composite sketch released after an eyewitness saw a man
driving late at night in the area where the bodies were later found.'! His vehicle, a white Toyota van, also
matched the witness’ description.[s] Searches of Brunswick’s home uncovered trophies he had kept from
each of the victims: one of their socks.®!

But there was very little forensic evidence tying him to the murders. [7]' And when the case was
brought to trial, the prosecution relied on circumstantial evidence and their key witness: Brunswick’s son,

who was 10 years old at the time of the final murder.®! Brunswick, who lived alone with his only child, had
used his son in committing the murders; he directed the boy to approach potential victims in public places —
a playground, a park, a public swimming pool, and a shopping centre — and to lure them away on their own,

to where Brunswick was waiting in his van to abduct them. [P0 The son also assisted in the disposal of

the bodies.1 1121
The trial of Scott Brunswick began in September 2001 and the son — nicknamed Child Brunswick by

the press at the time — now 13, gave testimony that was essential in securing a unanimous guilty verdict.[3]
Scott Brunswick was sentenced to life imprisonment. But just seven weeks into his sentence at the high-
security HMP Frankland in Durham, Brunswick was beaten to death by another inmate, 141151

For his role in assisting the murders, Child Brunswick was charged by a juvenile court to serve a 5-

year custodial sentence in a juvenile detention centre.''8] When he turned 18, a Parole Board decision
recommended his release on a lifelong licence. Child Brunswick was given a new identity under a witness-
protection style programme and a worldwide injunction was imposed on the media, preventing the
publication of any details about Child Brunswick or his new identity.[m The Home Secretary stated that
this was because there was a risk of ‘vigilante-type retaliation against this individual if his real identity

became known, because of the role he played in his father’s horrendous crimes.’ (18]



Thirty-Seven

Connor stared at them both, his eyes narrowing, darkening, creasing the skin
on his freckled nose. He’d come straight here when Pip texted him that she had
an urgent update; walked out of school right in the middle of a Biology lesson.

“What are you saying?’ he asked, nervously swivelling in her desk chair.

Pip levelled her voice. ‘I'm saying that, whoever Layla Mead really is, we
think she’s been looking for Child Brunswick. And it’s not just because Jamie
said it to Luke. Child Brunswick was ten at the time of the final murder in March
1999, and he was thirteen in September 2001, when the trial began. That means
that right now, Child Brunswick would be twenty-nine or recently thirty. Every
single person Layla has spoken to, including Jamie at first because he lied about
his age, has been twenty-nine turning thirty soon, or recently thirty. And she’s
been asking them lots of questions. She’s trying to work out who Child
Brunswick is, I'm sure of it. And for some reason, Layla thinks this person is in
our town.’

‘But what has this got to do with Jamie?’ Connor asked.

‘Everything,” Pip said. ‘I think he’s involved in this because of Layla. He
goes to meet Luke Eaton, a meeting Layla had set up, and says the words “Child
Brunswick” to him, looking for a reaction. A reaction Luke doesn’t give.’

‘Because he’s not Child Brunswick?’ Connor said.

‘No, I don’t think he is,” Pip said.

‘But then —’ Ravi stepped in — ‘we know that after meeting Luke, Jamie went
immediately to the abandoned farmhouse, and it’s there that whatever happened
.. . happened. So, we were theorizing that maybe . . .” He glanced at Pip. ‘Maybe
he went to meet someone else. Someone else Layla thought could be Child
Brunswick. And this person . . . did react.’

“Who? Who else is there?’ Connor said. ‘Daniel da Silva or Mr Clark?’

‘No.” Pip shook her head. ‘I mean yes, those are the other two people we
know Layla was talking to. But one is a police officer and the other is a teacher.
Child Brunswick couldn’t be either of those things, and I think Layla would’ve
worked that out when talking to them. As soon as Adam Clark told her he was a
teacher, she stopped talking to him at all, wrote him off. It’s someone else.’

‘So, what does this mean?’

‘I think it means that if we find Child Brunswick,” Pip tucked her hair behind
her ears, ‘we find Jamie.’

“This is crazy. How on earth do we do that?’ Connor said.

‘Research,’ Pip said, dragging her laptop back across the duvet and on to her
lap. ‘Find out everything we can about Child Brunswick. And why Layla Mead



thinks he’s here.’

‘Which isn’t easy when there’s a worldwide injunction on publishing
anything about him,’ Ravi said.

She and Ravi had already started, reading through the first full page of article
results, noting down any details they could find which, as yet, was nothing but
his age range. Pip had printed out Scott Brunswick’s mugshot photo, but he
didn’t look like anyone she recognized. He had pale white skin, stubble, light
wrinkles, brown eyes and hair: he was just a man. No trace of the monster he had
really been.

Pip returned to her search and Ravi to his, Connor joining in on his phone. It
was another ten minutes until one of them spoke.

‘Found something,” Ravi said, ‘in the anonymous comments on one of these
old articles. Unconfirmed rumours that in December 2009, Child Brunswick was
living in Devon and he revealed his true identity to an unnamed female friend.
She told people, and he had to be moved across the country and given another
new identity. Lots of people complaining in the replies about waste of taxpayers’
money.’

‘Write it down,” Pip said, reading through yet another article that was
essentially just a reworded version of the first one.

She was the next to find something, reading off the screen: ‘December 2014,
a man from Liverpool received a suspended jail sentence of nine months after
admitting to contempt of court by publishing photos claiming they were of Child
Brunswick as an adult.” She took a breath. “The claim was false and the attorney
general expressed his concern, saying that the order in place is not just to protect
Child Brunswick, but also members of the public who may be incorrectly
identified as being him and consequently placed in danger.’

Not long after, Ravi got up from the bed, unbalancing her. He ran his fingers
through Pip’s hair before going downstairs to make them all sandwiches.

‘Anything new?’ he said when he returned, handing plates to Pip and
Connor, two bites already missing from his own sandwich.

‘Connor found something,” Pip said, skimming down another page of results
for the search term Child Brunswick Little Kilton. The first few pages of results
had been articles about her from last year, the ‘child detective from Little Kilton’
who’d solved the Andie Bell case.

“Yeah,” Connor said, releasing his chewed-up lip to speak. ‘On a Subreddit
for a podcast that covered the case, someone in the comments said they’d heard
rumours of Child Brunswick living in Dartford. Posted a few years ago.’

‘Dartford?” Ravi said, re-settling behind his laptop. ‘I was just reading a
news story about a man in Dartford who committed suicide after an online mob



spread false rumours that he was Child Brunswick.’

‘Oh, he’s probably who the rumours were about,” Pip said, typing that in on
her notes and returning to her search. She was now on the ninth page of results
on Google, clicking on the link third from the top, a post on 4Chan where the OP
briefly outlined the case, ending with the line: And Child Brunswick is out there
right now, you might have walked past him and never knew it.

The comments below were varied. Most contained violent threats about what
they’d like to do to Child Brunswick if they ever found him. A few people
posting links to articles they’d already found and read. One commenter said in
response to a particularly graphic death threat: You know he was just a small
child when the murders happened, his dad forced him to help. To which another
commenter had replied: he still should of been locked up for life, probably just
as evil as his dad, bad seed and that — it’s in the blood.

Pip was about to hit backspace out of this particular dark corner of the
internet when a comment almost at the bottom of the page caught her eye. From
four months ago:

Anonymous Sat 29 Dec 11:26:53

I know where Child Brunswick is. He’s in Little Kliton — you know that
town that’s been in the news loads recently where that girl solved the old
Andie Bell case

Pip’s heart kicked up at the sight of it, echoing around her chest as her eyes
doubled back over the reference to her. The typo in Little Kilton: that must be
why this hadn’t come up sooner in the search results.

She scrolled down to read more in the thread.

Anonymous Sat 29 Dec 11:32:21

Where did you hear this?

Anonymous Sat 29 Dec 11:37:35

My mate’s cousin is in prison, Grendon Prison. Apparently his new
cell mate is from that town and says he knows exactly who Child Brunswick
is. Said they used to be friends and CB told him his secret a couple years
ago

Anonymous Sat 29 Dec 11:39:43

Really? :)

Pip’s breath shortened, barely reaching her throat any more. She tensed and
Ravi felt it, his dark eyes falling on her. Connor started to speak from the other
side of the room and Pip shushed him so she could think.

Grendon Prison.

Pip knew someone at Grendon Prison. That was where Howie Bowers had
been sent after pleading guilty to his drug-related charges. He started his



sentence in early December. This comment had to be about him.

Which meant Howie Bowers knew exactly who Child Brunswick was. And
that meant . . . wait . . . her mind stalled, peeling back the months, shedding
them, searching for a hidden memory.

She closed her eyes. Focused.

And she found it.

‘Shit.” She let the computer slide from her lap as she stood up, darting
towards the desk and her phone lying on its surface.

“What?’ Connor asked.

‘Shit, shit, shit,” she muttered, unlocking her phone and thumbing into her
photo reel. She swiped down to scroll it back, back through April, and March,
and Josh’s birthday, and all the haircut photos Cara had needed her advice on,
and back through January and the Reynoldses’ New Year’s Eve party, and
Christmas and Winter Wonderland with her friends, and her first dinner out with
Ravi, and November, and screenshots of the first news articles about her, and
pictures from her three-day stay in the hospital, and the photos she’d taken of
Andie Bell’s planner when she and Ravi broke into the Bell house and, oh hey,
she’d never noticed Jamie’s name scribbled there in Andie’s handwriting beside
a spattering of doodled stars. Back further and then she stopped.

On the 4" of October. The collection of photos she’d used as leverage to get
Howie Bowers to talk to her last year. The photos he’d made her delete and she
later restored, just in case. A younger Robin Caine seen handing over money to
Howie in exchange for a paper bag. But that wasn’t it. It was the photos she’d
taken just minutes before those.

Howie Bowers standing against the fence. Someone walking out of the
shadows to meet him. Someone who handed over an envelope of money, but he
wasn’t buying anything. In a beige coat and shorter brown hair than he had now.
Cheeks flushed.

Stanley Forbes.

And though the figures in her photos were static, unmoving, their mouths
were open and Pip could almost recall the conversation she’d overheard seven
months ago.

“This is the last time, do you hear me?’ Stanley had spat. ‘You can’t keep
asking for more; I don’t have it.’

And Howie’s response had been almost too quiet to hear, but she could have
sworn it was something like: ‘But if you don’t pay me, I will tell.’

Stanley had glared at him, replying: ‘I don’t think you would dare.’

Pip captured that very moment here, Stanley’s eyes filled with desperation
and anger, closing in on Howie.



And now she knew why.

Ravi and Connor were both watching her silently as she glanced up.
‘And?’ Ravi asked.

‘I know who Child Brunswick is,’ she said. ‘He’s Stanley Forbes.’



Thirty-Fight

They sat there, silent. And Pip could hear something hiding beneath the
silence, an imperceptible hum in her ears.

Nothing they’d found could disprove it.

Stanley mentioned being twenty-five in an article about house prices four
years ago for the Kilton Mail, placing him right within the correct age range. He
didn’t seem to have any personal social media profiles, which ticked another
box. And something else Pip recalled, from last Sunday morning:

‘He doesn’t always recognize his own name. I said “Stanley” last week and
he didn’t react. His colleague says he does it all the time, has selective hearing.
But maybe it’s because he hasn’t had this name long, not as long as he lived with
his original name.’

And they’d agreed; there were too many signs, too many coincidences for it
not to be true. Stanley Forbes was Child Brunswick. He’d told his friend, Howie
Bowers, who then turned on him, used the secret to extort money from him.
Howie told his new cell mate, who told his cousin, who told his friend, who then
put the rumour on the internet. And that’s how Layla Mead, whoever she was,
whatever she wanted, found out that Child Brunswick was living in Little Kilton.

‘So, what does this mean?’ Connor said, opening a tear through the
thickening silence.

‘If Layla had narrowed her Child Brunswick suspects down to two,” Ravi
said, talking with his fingers, ‘and sent Jamie to confront them both that night,
that means Stanley was the one Jamie met at the farmhouse where he
disappeared. Meaning . ..’

‘Meaning Stanley knows what happened to Jamie. He’s the one who did it,’
Pip said.

‘But why is Jamie involved in all of this?’ Connor asked. ‘This is crazy.’

‘We don’t know that, and right now it’s not important.” Pip stood, and the
fizzing nervous energy dripped down into her legs too. “What’s important is
finding Jamie, and Stanley Forbes is how we do that.’

“What’s the plan?’ Ravi said, standing too, the bones in his knees cracking.

‘Should we call the police?’ Connor also stood up.

‘I don’t trust them,’ Pip said. And she never would again, not after all of this,
not after Max. They didn’t get to be the only ones who decided right or wrong.
‘“We need to get into Stanley’s house,” she said. ‘If he took Jamie, or . . .” she
glanced at Connor, ‘or hurt him, the clues to where Jamie is will be in that
house. We need to get Stanley out so we can get in. Tonight.’

‘How?’ Connor asked.



And the idea was already there, like it had only been waiting for Pip to find
her way. ‘We are going to be Layla Mead,’ she said. ‘I have another sim card I
can put in my phone, so Stanley won’t recognize my number. We text him, as
Layla, telling him to meet us at the farmhouse later tonight. Just like she must
have messaged him last week, but instead it was Jamie he saw there. I’'m sure
Stanley wants the chance to meet the real Layla, to find out who knows his
identity and what she wants. He’ll come. I know he will.’

“You’re gonna need your own Andie Bell burner phone one of these days,’
Ravi said. ‘OK, lure him out to the farmhouse and then we all break in while
he’s gone, look for anything that leads us to Jamie.’

Connor was nodding along.

‘No,” Pip said, stalling them, drawing their attention back to her. ‘Not all of
us. One person needs to run lead on the distraction at the farmhouse, keep
Stanley out long enough to give the others a chance to look. Let them know
when he’s on the way back.” She met Ravi’s eyes. ‘That will be me.’

‘Pip, b—" he began.

“Yes,” she cut across him. ‘I will be lookout at the farmhouse, and you two
will be the ones to go to Stanley’s house. He’s two doors down from Ant on
Acres End, right?’ She turned the question to Connor.

“Yeah, I know where he lives.’

‘Pip,” Ravi said again.

‘My mum will be home soon.” She closed her fingers around Ravi’s arm. ‘So
you need to go. I'll tell my parents I’'m going to yours for the evening. Let’s all
meet halfway down Wyvil at nine, give us time to send the message and get
ready.’

‘OK.’ Connor blinked pointedly at her, then stepped out of the room.

‘Don’t tell your mum,’ Pip called after him. ‘Not yet. We keep this a closed
circle, just the three of us.’

‘Got it.” He took another step. ‘Come on Ravi.’

‘Er, just give me two seconds.” Ravi nodded his chin up at Connor,
signalling for him to carry on down the hall.

‘“What?’ Pip looked up at Ravi as he stepped in close, his breath in her hair.

‘What are you doing?’ he said, gently, flicking his gaze between her eyes.
‘Why are you volunteering for lookout duty? I'll do it. You should be the one
who goes into Stanley’s house.’

‘No, I shouldn’t,” she said and her cheeks felt warm, standing this close to
him. ‘Connor needs to be there, it’s his brother. But so do you. Your second
chance, remember?’ She brushed away a strand of hair caught in his eyelashes,
and Ravi held her hand, pressing it against his face. ‘I want it to be you. You



find him, Ravi. You find Jamie, OK?’

He smiled at her, interlocking his fingers with hers for a long moment,
outside of time. ‘Are you sure? You’ll be on your own -’

‘I’1l be fine,” she said. ‘I'm just the lookout.’

‘OK.” He dropped their hands and pressed his forehead against hers. ‘We’re
going to find him,” he whispered. ‘It’s going to be OK.’

And Pip, for a moment, dared to believe him

It’s Layla.
Meet me at the farmhouse at 11

5

I’ll be there.



Thirty-Nine

Backlit by the moon, the abandoned farmhouse glowed silver around its
ragged edges, the light piercing through its cracks and crevices and the holes
upstairs where the windows once were.

Pip stood about sixty feet back from the house, hidden inside a small huddle
of trees on the other side of the road. She watched the old building, trying not to
flinch when the wind hissed through the leaves, her mind creating words out of
the voiceless sounds.

Her phone lit up, vibrating in her hand. Ravi’s number on the screen.

“Yeah?’ she said quietly as she picked up.

‘We’re parked down the street,” Ravi said, in a hushed tone. ‘Stanley just
walked out the front door. He’s getting in his car.” Pip listened as Ravi moved
his mouth away from the phone, whispering unheard things to Connor beside
him. ‘OK, he’s just driven past. He’s on his way to you.’

‘Got it,” she said, her fingers tensing around the phone. ‘You two get inside
as fast as you can.’

‘On our way,’ Ravi replied, over the sound of a car door quietly closing.

Pip listened to his and Connor’s feet on the pavement, up the front path, her
heart beating in time with their hurried steps.

‘No, there’s no spare key under the mat,” Ravi said, to both her and Connor.
‘Let’s go round the back, before anyone sees us.’

Ravi’s breath crackled down the line as he and Connor circled the small
house, two miles away from her but under the very same moon.

A rattling sound.

‘Back door’s locked,” Pip heard Connor say, faintly.

“Yeah but the lock’s right there by the handle,” said Ravi. ‘If I break the
window, I can reach in and unlock it.’

‘Do it quietly,’ said Pip.

Rustles and grunts down the phone as Ravi removed his jacket and wrapped
it around his fist. She heard a thump, and then another, followed by the pitter-
patter of broken glass.

‘Don’t cut yourself,” Connor said.

Pip listened to Ravi’s heavy breath as he strained.

A click.

A creaking sound.

‘OK, we’re in,” he whispered.

She heard one of them crunching against the fallen glass as they stepped
inside — and that’s when two yellow eyes blinked open into the night at her end.



Headlights, growing as they sped along Old Farm Road towards her.

‘He’s here.” Pip lowered her voice below the wind as a black car turned up
Sycamore Road, wheels churning against the gravel until the car ground to a halt
off the side of the road. Pip had left hers further up Old Farm Road, so Stanley
wouldn’t see it.

‘Stay low,’ Ravi told her.

The car door swung open and Stanley Forbes stepped out, his white shirt
clawing the darkness away. His brown hair fell unkempt into his face, hiding it
in shadows as he shut the door and turned towards the glowing farmhouse.

‘OK he’s in,” Pip said, as Stanley entered through the gaping front entrance,
stepping into the darkness beyond.

‘We’re in the kitchen,” Ravi said. ‘It’s dark.’

Pip held the phone closer to her mouth. ‘Ravi, don’t let Connor hear this, but
if you find anything of Jamie’s, his phone, his clothes, don’t touch them yet.
Those are evidence, if this doesn’t go the way we want it to.’

‘Got it,” he said, and then he sniffed loudly or gasped and Pip couldn’t tell
which.

‘Ravi?’ she said. ‘Ravi, what’s wrong?’

‘Fuck,’” Connor hissed.

‘Someone’s here,” Ravi said, his breath quickening. “We can hear a voice.
There’s someone here.’

“What?’ Pip said, fear rising up her throat, pulling it closed.

And then, through the phone and through Ravi’s panicked breaths, Pip heard
Connor shout.

‘Jamie. It’s Jamie!’

‘Connor, wait don’t run,” Ravi shouted after him, the phone lowering away
from his voice.

Just rustling.

And running.

‘Ravi?’ Pip hissed.

A muffled voice.

A loud thump.

‘Jamie! Jamie, it’s me, it’s Connor! I’m here!’

The phone crackled and Ravi’s breath returned.

“What’s going on?’ Pip said.

‘He’s here, Pip,” Ravi said, his voice shaking as Connor shouted in the
background. ‘Jamie’s here. He’s OK. He’s alive.’

‘He’s alive?’ she said, the words not quite clicking in her head.

And beneath Connor’s shouts, now breaking up into frantic sobs, she could



hear the faint edges of a muffled voice. Jamie’s voice.

‘Oh my god, he’s alive,” she said, the words cracking in half in her throat as
she stepped back against a tree. ‘He’s alive,’ she said, just to hear it again. Tears
stung at her eyes, so she closed them. And she thought those words, harder than
she’d ever thought anything in her life: Thank you, thank you, thank you.

‘Pip?’

‘Is he OK?’ she asked, wiping her eyes on her jacket.

‘“We can’t get to him,” Ravi said, ‘he’s locked in a room, the downstairs toilet
I think. It’s locked and there’s a chain padlocked outside too. But he sounds
OK.’

‘I thought you were dead,” Connor was crying. ‘We’re here, we’re going to
get you out!’

Jamie’s voice rose, but Pip couldn’t make out the words.

‘“What’s Jamie saying?’ she said, angling to watch the farmhouse again.

‘He’s saying . . .” Ravi paused, listening. ‘He’s saying that we need to leave.
We need to leave because he’s made a deal.’
‘“What?’

‘I’m not going anywhere without you!” Connor shouted.

But something in the darkness pulled Pip’s attention away from the phone.
Stanley was re-emerging from the shadows, walking back down the corridor
towards the outside.

‘He’s leaving,’ Pip hissed. ‘Stanley’s leaving.’

‘Fuck,” Ravi said. ‘Text him as Layla, tell him to wait.’

But Stanley had already crossed the rotted threshold, his eyes turning back to
his car.

‘It’s too late,” Pip said, blood rushing through her ears as she made the
decision. ‘I’ll distract him. You get Jamie out now, get him somewhere safe.’

‘No, Pip -’

But the phone was in her hand by her side now, her thumb on the red button
as she ran out from behind the trees and across the road, scattering gravel around
her feet. On to grass and Stanley finally looked up, catching her movement in the
moonlight.

He stopped.

Pip slowed, walking up to him just outside the gaping front door.

Stanley’s eyes were narrowed, trying to cut through the darkness.

‘Hello?’ he said, blindly.

And when she was near enough for him to see, his face crumpled, lines
crawling eye to eye.

‘No,” he said, his voice breathy and raw. ‘No no no. Pip, it’s you?’ He



stepped back. ‘You’re Layla?’
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Pip shook her head.

‘I’m not Layla,’ she said, the words dented by the fast beating of her heart. ‘I
sent that text to you tonight, but I’'m not her. I don’t know who she is.’

Stanley’s face reshaped in the shadows, but all Pip could really see were the
whites of his eyes and the white of his shirt.

‘D-do, do you . . .’ he stuttered, voice almost failing him. ‘Do you know . . .
o

“Who you are?’ Pip said gently. “Yeah, I know.’

His breath shuddered, his head dropping to his chest. ‘Oh,” he said, eyes
unable to meet hers.

‘Can we go inside and talk?’ Pip nodded to the entrance. How long would
Ravi and Connor need to break open the chain and the door and get Jamie out?
At least ten minutes, she thought.

‘OK,’ Stanley said in barely more than a whisper.

Pip went first, watching over her shoulder as Stanley followed her down the
dark corridor, his eyes down and defeated. In the living room at the end, Pip
crossed through the wrappers and beer bottles over to the wooden sideboard. The
top drawer was open and the large torch Robin and his friends used was propped
up against the edge. Pip reached for it, glancing up at the dark room filled with
nightmare silhouettes, Stanley lost among them. She flicked the torch on, and
everything grew edges and colour.

Stanley screwed his eyes against the light.

‘What do you want?’ he said, fiddling his hands nervously. ‘I can pay you,
once a month. I don’t earn a lot, the town paper is mostly voluntary, but I have
another job at the petrol station. I can make it work.’

‘Pay me?’ Pip said.

“T-to not tell anyone,’ he said. ‘To keep my secret.’

‘Stanley, I’m not here to blackmail you. I won’t tell anyone who you are, I
promise.’

Confusion crossed his eyes. ‘But then . . . what do you want?’

‘I just wanted to save Jamie Reynolds.” She held up her hands. ‘That’s all
I’m here for.’

‘He’s OK,’ Stanley sniffed. ‘I kept telling you he’s OK.’

‘Did you hurt him?’

The sheen over Stanley’s brown eyes hardened into something like anger.

‘Did I hurt him?’ he said, voice louder now. ‘Of course I didn’t hurt him. He
tried to kill me.’



‘“What?’ Pip’s breath stalled. “What happened?’

‘What happened is that this woman, Layla Mead, started talking to me
through the Kilton Mail’s Facebook page,” Stanley said, standing against the far
wall. “We eventually exchanged numbers and started texting. For weeks. I liked
her . . . at least I thought I liked her. And so last Friday, she messaged me late,
asking me to meet her, here.” He paused to glance around at the old, peeling
walls. ‘I arrived but she wasn’t here. I waited for ten minutes, outside the door.
And then someone turned up: Jamie Reynolds. And he looked strange, panting
like he’d just been running. He came up to me, and the first thing he said was
“Child Brunswick”.” Stanley broke into a small, crackling cough. ‘And
obviously I was in shock, I’ve been living here over eight years, and no one has
ever known, except . ..’

‘Except Howie Bowers?’ Pip offered.

“Yeah, except him,” Stanley sniffed. ‘I thought he was my friend, that I could
trust him. Same thing I thought about Layla. So, anyway, I start to panic and
then the next thing I know, Jamie lunges at me with a knife. I managed to get out
of the way and eventually knock the knife out of his hands. And then we were
fighting, out by those trees beside the house, and I’'m saying “Please, please
don’t kill me.” And as we’re fighting, I push Jamie off into one of the trees and
he hits his head, falls to the ground. I think he lost consciousness for a few
seconds and after that he seemed a little dazed, concussed maybe.

‘And then . .. I just didn’t know what to do. I knew if I called the police and
told them someone had just tried to kill me because they knew my identity, that
was it. I’d have to go. A new town, a new name, a new life. And I didn’t want to
go. This is my home. I like my life here. I have friends now. I’d never had
friends before, ever. And living here, being Stanley Forbes, it’s the first time
I’ve been almost happy. I couldn’t start over again somewhere new as a new
person, it would kill me. I’ve already done that once before, when I was twenty-
one and told the girl I loved who I was. She called the police on me and they
moved me here, gave me this name. I couldn’t go through that, starting
everything again. And I just needed time to think about what to do. I was never
going to hurt him.’

He looked up at Pip, his eyes shining with tears, straining like he was willing
her to believe him. ‘I helped Jamie up and led him to my car. He seemed tired,
dazed still. So, I said I was taking him to the hospital. I took his phone off him
and turned it off, in case he tried to call anyone. Then I drove him back to my
house, helped him inside. And I took him into the downstairs toilet, it’s the only
room with a lock on the outside. I . . . I didn’t want him to get out, I was scared
he might try to kill me again.’



Pip nodded and Stanley continued.

‘T just needed time to think about what I could do to fix the situation. Jamie
was saying sorry through the door and asking me to let him out, that he just
wanted to go home, but I needed to think. I panicked that someone might trace
where he was from his phone so I smashed it with a hammer. After a few hours,
I put a chain across the door handle and the pipe outside the wall, so I could
open the door a little without Jamie being able to get out. I passed him through a
sleeping bag and some cushions, some food, and a cup so he could fill up water
from the sink. Told him I needed to think and shut him in again. I didn’t sleep at
all that night, thinking. I still thought Jamie was Layla, that he’d spoken to me
for weeks as her so he could lure me into a trap and kill me. I couldn’t let him go
in case he tried to kill me again, or told everyone who I was. And I couldn’t call
the police. It was impossible.

“The next day, I had to go to work at the petrol station; if I don’t turn up or I
call in sick, my parole officer asks questions. I couldn’t raise suspicions. I got
home that evening and I still had no idea what to do. I made dinner and opened
the door to pass it through to Jamie, and that’s when we started talking. He said
he had no idea what Child Brunswick even meant. He’d only done what he did
because a girl called Layla Mead told him to. The same Layla I’d been speaking
to. He fell for her hard. She gave him all the same lines as me: that she had a
controlling father who didn’t let her out much, and she had an inoperable brain
tumour.” He sniffed. ‘Jamie said it went further with him, though. She told him
there was a clinical trial her dad wouldn’t let her do and she had no way of
paying for it and would die if she didn’t. Jamie was desperate to save her,
thought he loved her, so he gave her twelve hundred pounds for the trial, said he
had to borrow most of it. Layla instructed him to leave the cash by a gravestone
in the churchyard and to leave, that she would collect it when she could get away
from her dad. And she made him do other things too: break into someone’s
house and steal a watch that had belonged to her dead mother, because her dad
had given it to the charity shop and someone else had bought it. Told Jamie to go
beat someone up on his birthday night because this guy was trying to make sure
she wouldn’t get on to the clinical trial that would save her life. Jamie fell for it
all.’

‘And Layla sent him on that Friday night?’

Stanley nodded. ‘Jamie said he found out Layla had been catfishing him,
using someone else’s photos. He called her right away and she told him she had
to use fake photos because she had a stalker. But that everything else was real,
just not the pictures.

“Then she told him that her stalker had just messaged her, threatening to kill



her tonight because he’d found out about her and Jamie being together. She told
Jamie she didn’t know who her stalker was, but she’d narrowed it down to two
men, and she was sure they’d go through with their threat. She said she would
message them both and set up a meeting in a remote place, and then she asked
Jamie to kill her stalker, before he killed her. She told him to say the words
“Child Brunswick” to both men, and that her stalker would know what it meant,
he would be the one to react.

‘Jamie told her he wouldn’t do it, at first. But she convinced him. In his mind
it was either he do this or lose Layla forever, and it would be his fault. But he
says at the moment he attacked me, he didn’t want to do it. Said he was actually
relieved when I knocked the knife out of his hands.’

And Pip could see it all, played the scene through in her mind. ‘So, Jamie has
spoken to Layla on the phone?’ she asked. ‘She’s definitely a woman?’

“Yes,” Stanley said. ‘But I still didn’t entirely trust him. I thought he still
might be Layla and was lying to me so I’d let him out, and then he’d either kill
me or tell. So after this conversation with Jamie — we talked most of Saturday
night — we agreed a deal. We would work together to try to find out who Layla
really was, if she wasn’t Jamie and did really exist. And when . . . if we found
her, I would offer Layla money to keep my secret. And Jamie would keep my
secret in exchange for me not telling the police he had attacked me. We agreed
Jamie would stay there in the bathroom until we’d found Layla and I knew I
could trust him. It’s hard for me to trust people.

‘And then the next morning when I’m at the Kilton Mail office, you come to
see me about Jamie and I see all the missing posters up around town. So then I
knew we had to find Layla quickly and work out a cover story for where Jamie
had been, before you got too close. That’s what I was doing at the church that
day, I was looking for Hillary F. Weiseman’s grave too, to see if it led me to
Layla. I thought it would only take us a day or two, and everything would be
fine, but we still don’t know who she is. I’ve listened to your episodes and know
Layla messaged you. I knew then that it couldn’t be Jamie, that he was telling
me the truth.’

‘I haven’t worked out who she is either,” Pip said. ‘Or why she’s done this.’

‘I know why. She wants me dead,” Stanley said, wiping one eye. ‘A lot of
people want me dead. I've lived every day looking over my shoulder, waiting for
something like this to happen. I just want to live. A quiet life, maybe do some
good with it. And I know I’'m not good, I haven’t been. Like the things I said
about Sal Singh, the way I treated his family. When it was all happening, here
where I lived, I looked at what Sal had done, what I thought he’d done, and I
saw my dad. I saw a monster like him. And, I don’t know, it seemed a chance to



make amends somehow. I was wrong, I was horribly wrong.’” Stanley wiped the
other eye. ‘I know it’s not an excuse, but I haven’t grown up in the best places,
around the best people. I learned everything from them, but I’m trying to unlearn
all those things: those views, those ideas. Trying to be a better person. Because
the worst thing I could be is anything like my dad. But people think I’'m exactly
like him, and I’ve always been terrified that they’re right.’

“You aren’t like him,’ Pip said, taking a step forward. “You were just a child.
Your father made you do those things. It wasn’t your fault.’

‘I could have told someone. I could have refused to help him.” Stanley pulled
at the skin on his knuckles. ‘He probably would have killed me, but at least those
kids would have lived. And they would have made better lives than I’ve made of
mine.’

‘It’s not over, Stanley,’ she said. “We can work together, find out who Layla
is. Offer her money or whatever she wants. I won’t tell anyone who you are.
Jamie won’t, either. You can stay here, in this life.’

A small glimmer of hope flashed across Stanley’s eyes.

‘Jamie is probably telling Ravi and Connor what happened right now and
then -’

‘Wait, what?’ Stanley said, and in one blink, the hope was all gone. ‘Ravi
and Connor are in my house right now?’

‘Um,’ she swallowed. “Yes. Sorry.’

‘Did they break a window?’

The answer was written on Pip’s silent face.

Stanley’s head dropped from his shoulders and he breathed out all his air in
one go. ‘Then it’s already over. The windows are fitted with a silent alarm that
alerts the local police station. They’ll be there in fifteen minutes.” He drew one
hand up, holding his face before it fell any further. ‘It’s over. Stanley Forbes is
finished. Gone.’

Pip’s words staled in her mouth. ‘I’'m so sorry,’ she said. ‘I didn’t know, I
was just trying to find Jamie.’

He looked up at her, attempted a weak smile. ‘It’s OK,’ he said quietly. ‘I
never really deserved this life anyway. This town was always too good for me.’

‘I don—’ But the word never made it out of her mouth, crashing instead
against her gritted teeth. She’d heard a noise, nearby. The sound of shuffling
footsteps.

Stanley must have heard it too. He turned, walking backwards towards Pip.

‘Hello?’ a voice called down the hall.

Pip swallowed, forcing it down her throat. ‘Hello,” she replied as whoever it
was approached. They were just a shadow among shadows until they walked



into the circle of light given off by the upward torch.

It was Charlie Green in a zipped-up jacket, a light smile on his face as his
gaze landed on Pip.

‘Ah, T thought it must be you,” he said. ‘I saw your car parked on the road
and then I saw the light on in here and thought I should check. Are you alright?’
he said, eyes dropping to Stanley for just a moment before flicking back.

‘Oh, yes,” Pip smiled. ‘Yes, we’re all fine here. Just talking.’

‘OK, good,’ Charlie said with an outward breath. ‘Actually, Pip, could I just
borrow your phone quickly? Mine’s dead and I need to message Flora
something.’

‘Oh, yeah,” she said. “Yeah, sure.” She pulled her phone out of her jacket
pocket, unlocked it and walked the few steps over to Charlie, offering it to him
on her outstretched hand.

He picked it up, his fingers scratching lightly against her palm.

‘Thank you,” he said, looking down at the screen as Pip walked back to
where she’d been, beside Stanley. Charlie’s grip tightened around the phone. He
lowered it, slipped it into his front pocket and pushed it down.

Pip watched him do it and she didn’t understand, she didn’t understand at all,
and she couldn’t hear her thoughts because her heart was too loud.

“Yours too,” Charlie said, turning to Stanley now.

‘“What?’ Stanley said.

“Your phone,’ Charlie said calmly. ‘Slide it over to me, now.’

‘I d-don’t —’ Stanley stuttered.

Charlie’s jacket rustled as he swung one hand behind him, tensing his mouth
into one sharp line, his lips disappearing. And when he brought the hand back
out, there was something in it.

Something dark and pointed. Something he held up in his trembling grip and
pointed at Stanley.

It was a gun.

‘Slide your phone over to me, now.’
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The phone scraped against the old floorboards as it skittered past the
wrappers and beer bottles, spinning as it came to rest near Charlie’s feet.

The gun was still in his right hand, pointed shakily at Stanley.

He took a step forward, and Pip thought he was going to pick the phone up,
but he didn’t. He raised his foot and brought the heel of his boot down hard,
shattering the screen. The light inside it blinked out and died as Pip flinched
from the sudden sound, her eyes fixed on the gun.

‘Charlie . . . what are you doing?’ she said, her voice shaking like his hand.

‘Come on, Pip,” he said with a sniff, eyes following the line of the gun.
“You’ve worked it out by now.’

“You’re Layla Mead.’

‘I’'m Layla Mead,’ he repeated, a look on his face that was either a grimace
or a jittery smile, Pip couldn’t tell. ‘Can’t take all the credit, Flora did the voice
when I needed her to.’

‘“Why?’ Pip said, and her heart was so fast it was like one held note.

Charlie’s mouth twitched with his answer, gaze darting between her and
Stanley. But the gun never moved to follow his eyes. ‘The surname is Flora’s
too. You want to know what mine used to be? Nowell. Charlie Nowell.’

Pip heard the intake of Stanley’s breath, saw the abject look in his eyes.

‘No,’ he said quietly, barely audible. But Charlie heard him.

“Yes,” he said. ‘Emily Nowell, the final victim of the Monster of Margate
and his son. She was my sister, my big sister. Do you remember me now?’ he
shouted at Stanley, jerking the gun. ‘Do you remember my face? I never
remembered yours, and I hated myself for it.’

‘I’m sorry. I’m so sorry,” Stanley said.

‘Don’t give me that,” Charlie screamed, the tendons sticking up like tree
roots on his reddening neck. ‘I was listening to you talking, giving her your sob
story.” He indicated his head at Pip. “You want to know what he did?’ he asked
her, but it wasn’t a question. ‘I was nine years old, out in the playground. My
sister Emily was watching me, teaching me how to use the big swings when this
boy comes up to us. And he turns to Emily and he says, his eyes all big and sad,
“I’ve lost my mum, please can you help me?”’ Charlie’s hand danced as he
spoke, the gun shifting around with it. ‘So Emily, of course she says yes, she
was the nicest person in the world. She told me to stay by the slide with my
friends while she went with this little boy to help him find his mum. And they
left. But Emily never came back. I was waiting there for hours, on my own in the
playground. Closing my eyes and counting, “three, two, one” and praying she



would appear. But she didn’t. Not until they found her three weeks later,
mutilated and burned.” Charlie blinked, so hard the tears fell from his eyes
straight to his collar, leaving his face untouched. ‘I watched you abduct my sister
and all I could think about was whether I could go backwards down the slide.’

‘I’'m sorry,” Stanley cried, his hands up, fingers splayed. ‘I'm so sorry. I
think about her the most, your sister. She was so kind to me, I -’

‘Don’t you dare!’ Charlie shouted, spit foaming at the edges of his mouth.
‘Get her out of your ugly head! You were the one who chose her, not your dad.
It was you! You picked her! You helped abduct seven people knowing exactly
what would happen to them, you even helped him do it. But, oh, the government
just hands you a brand new shiny life, wipes all of that away. You want to know
what my life has been like?’ His breath growled in his throat. “Three months
after they found Emily’s body, my dad hung himself. I was the one who found
him, after school. My mother couldn’t cope and turned to alcohol and drugs to
numb everything out. I almost starved. Within a year I’'m removed from her care
and sent from foster family to foster family. Some were kind to me, some were
not. By seventeen, I was living on the streets. But I pulled my life around, and
there was only one thing that got me through all that. Neither of you deserved to
live after what you did. Someone already got to your father, but they let you
walk free. But I knew that one day I would find you and I would be the one to
kill you, Child Brunswick.’

‘Charlie, please just put the gun down and we —’ Pip said.

‘No.” Charlie didn’t look at her. ‘I’ve waited nineteen years for this moment.
I bought this gun nine years ago knowing that one day I’d use it to kill you. I’ve
been ready, I've been waiting. I’ve followed every single tip and rumour about
you on the internet. I’ve lived in ten different towns in the last seven years,
looking for you. And a new version of Layla Mead came with me to each one,
finding the men who fit your age and description, getting close to them until one
might confide in me who they really were. But you weren’t in any of those other
towns. You were here. And now I've found you. I’m glad that Jamie failed. It’s
right that I do it. This is how it’s meant to be.’

Pip watched Charlie’s finger, flexing and tensing against the trigger. ‘Wait!’
she shouted. Just buy some time, keep him talking. If the police were at Stanley’s
house now, with Ravi and Connor and Jamie, maybe Ravi would send them
here. Please Ravi, send them here. “What about Jamie?’ she said quickly. “Why
get him involved?’

Charlie licked his lips. ‘The opportunity presented itself to me. I started
talking to Jamie because he fit my Child Brunswick profile. Then I found out
he’d lied about his age, and discounted him. But he was so eager. He’d fallen for



Layla in a way none of the others have before, kept messaging saying he’d do
anything for me. And it got me thinking,” he sniffed. ‘My whole life, I accepted
that I would be the one to kill Child Brunswick and most likely forfeit my life in
return, end up with the life sentence

he should have had. But Jamie made me think, if I just wanted Child
Brunswick dead, what if I could get someone else to do it for me? And then I
could go on and have a life afterwards, me and Flora. She really pushed for that,
for a chance for us to stay together. She’s known I’ve had to do this since we
met at eighteen, has followed me around the country looking for him, helping
me. I owed her to at least try.

‘So I started to test Jamie, see what I could get him to do. Turns out it was a
lot,” he said. ‘Jamie withdrew twelve hundred pounds in cash and left it in a
graveyard at night for Layla. He beat up a stranger, though he’d never been in a
fight in his life before. For Layla. He broke into my house and stole a watch. For
Layla. I was escalating each time, and I think it would have worked, I think I
could have got him to the point where he would have killed for Layla. But
everything went wrong at the memorial. I guess that’s what happens when you
bring an entire town together on one field.

‘I’ve run this Layla scheme nine times before. I quickly learned that it’s best
to use the photos of a local girl, manipulate them slightly. Men were always less
suspicious when they could see photos taken in places they recognized, and a
face that might seem vaguely familiar to them. But it backfired here, and Jamie
found out Layla wasn’t real. And he wasn’t ready yet; I wasn’t ready yet. But we
had to try the plan that night, while Jamie was still under Layla’s thumb.

‘But I didn’t know who Child Brunswick was. I’d narrowed it down to two
suspects: Luke Eaton and Stanley Forbes. Both the right age, the right
appearance, neither had jobs that ruled them out, neither ever mentioned any
family and avoided questions about their childhood. So I had to send Jamie to
both. I knew it had all gone wrong when I heard Jamie was missing. I suppose
you killed him?’ he said to Stanley.

‘No,’ Stanley whispered.

‘Jamie’s alive. He’s fine,” Pip said.

‘Really? That’s good. I was feeling guilty about what happened to him,’
Charlie said. ‘And then of course, after everything went wrong, I couldn’t make
any more moves to find out which one of them was Child Brunswick. But that’s
OK, because I knew you would.” He turned his face, gave Pip a small smile. ‘I
knew you would find him for me. I've been watching you, following you.
Waiting for you. Pushing you in the right direction when you needed help. And
you did it,” he said, steadying the gun. ‘You found him for me, Pip. Thank you.’



‘No,’ she shouted, stepping in front of Stanley with her hands up. ‘Please
don’t shoot.’

‘PIP, GET AWAY FROM MEY!’ Stanley screamed at her, pushing her back.
‘Don’t come near me. Stay back!’

She stopped, her heart so wild and fast it felt like her ribs were caving in on
her, bony fingers closing around her chest.

‘Back!” Stanley screamed, tears chasing down his pale face. ‘It’s OK, get
back.’

She did, four more steps away, turning to Charlie. ‘Please don’t do this!
Don’t kill him!’

‘I have to,” Charlie said, narrowing his eyes along the sight of the gun. “This
is exactly what we talked about, Pip. Where the justice system gets it wrong, it’s
down to people like you and me to step in and set things right. And it doesn’t
matter if people think we’re good or not, because we know we’re right. We’re
the same, you and me. You know it, deep down. You know this is right.’

Pip didn’t have an answer for him. Didn’t know what to say other than:
‘PLEASE! Don’t do this!” Her voice ripped at her throat, words cracking as she
forced them out. ‘This isn’t right! He was just a child. A child scared of his own
father. It’s not his fault. He didn’t kill your sister!”’

‘“Yes, he did!’

‘It’s alright, Pip,” Stanley said to her, barely able to talk because he was
shaking so hard. He held his trembling hand up and out, to comfort her, to keep
her back. ‘It’s OK.’

‘NO, PLEASE,’ she screamed, folding in on herself. ‘Charlie, please don’t
do this. I’'m begging you. PLEASE! Don’t!’

Charlie’s eyes twitched.

‘PLEASEY’

His gaze shifted from Stanley to her.

‘I’m begging you!”

He gritted his teeth.

‘Please!” she cried.

Charlie looked at her, watched her crying. And then he lowered the gun.

Took two heavy breaths.

‘I-I’m not sorry,” he said quickly.

He lifted the gun and Stanley gasped.

Charlie fired.

The sound ripped the earth out from under Pip.

‘NOYV”

He fired again.



And again.

And again.

Again.

Again.

Until they were just empty clicks.

Pip screamed, watching Stanley stagger back off his feet, falling hard against
the floor.

‘Stanley!” She ran to him, skidding to her knees beside him. Blood was
already overflowing the wounds, sprays of red on the wall behind him. ‘Oh my
god.’

Stanley was gulping at the air, a strange whine in his throat. Eyes wide.
Scared.

Pip heard a rustle behind her and whipped her head around. Charlie had
lowered his arm, watching Stanley writhing on the floor. Then his eyes met
Pip’s. He nodded, just once, before he turned and ran out of the room, his heavy
boots careening down the corridor.

‘He’s gone,” Pip said, looking down at Stanley. And in just those few
seconds, the blood had spread, seeping out until there were only small channels
of white shirt between the red.

Stop the bleeding, need to stop the bleeding. She looked over him: one
gunshot in his neck, one in his shoulder, one in his chest, two in his stomach and
one in his thigh.

‘It’s OK, Stanley,’ she said, pulling off her jacket. ‘I’m here, it’s going to be
OK.’ She tore at the seam attaching one arm, biting it until she ripped a hole and
pulled the sleeve free. Where was the most blood? His leg; must have hit the
artery. Pip slid the sleeve under Stanley’s leg, the warm blood coating her hands.
She made a knot above the wound, pulling it as tight as she could and double-
knotting to keep the material in place.

He was watching her.

‘It’s OK,’ she said, pushing the hair back from her eyes, a smear of wet
blood on her forehead. ‘It’s going to be OK. Help will come.’

She ripped off the other sleeve, bunched it up and held it to the gushing
wound in his neck. But there were six holes in Stanley, and she only had two
hands.

He blinked slowly, his eyes slipping shut.

‘Hey,’ she said, grabbing his face. His eyes snapped open again. ‘Stanley
stay with me, keep talking to me.’

‘It’s OK, Pip,’ he croaked as she tore more strips of fabric from her jacket,
balling them up and stuffing them against the other wounds. “This was always



going to happen. I deserve it.’

‘No, you don’t,” she said, pressing her hands against the hole in his chest and
the hole in his neck. She could feel the pulses of blood pushing against her.

‘Jack Brunswick,’ he said quietly, eyes circling hers.

‘“What?’ Pip said, pushing down as hard as she could, his blood pooling out
in the webs of her fingers.

‘It was Jack, that was my name,’ he said, with a heavy, slow blink. ‘Jack
Brunswick. And then I was David Knight. Then Stanley Forbes.” He swallowed.

“That’s good, keep talking to me,” Pip said. “Which name did you like best?’

‘Stanley.” He smiled weakly. ‘Silly name, and he wasn’t much, he wasn’t
always good, but he was the best of them. He was trying.” There was a crackling
sound from his throat; Pip felt it in her fingers. ‘I’m still his son, though,
whatever my name is. Still that boy that did those things. Still rotten.’

‘No you aren’t,” Pip said. “You’re better than him. You are better.’

‘Pip...

And as she looked at him, a shadow crossed over his face, a darkness from
above, something smothering the light of the torch. Pip glanced up and that was
when she smelled it too. Smoke. Rolling black smoke creeping out across the
ceiling.

Now she could hear them too. The flames.

‘He set it on fire,” she said to herself, her stomach falling away from her as
she watched the smoke pour in from the hallway across from where the kitchen
must be. And she knew, knew it would only be minutes until the whole house
went up.

‘I need to get you out of here,” she said.

Stanley blinked silently up at her.

‘Come on.’ Pip let go of him, pushing up to her feet. She slipped in the blood
at his side, staggering over his legs. She bent down and picked up his feet,
pulling him, dragging him.

Holding his shoes up by her hips, she twisted round, front-facing so she
could see where they were going, dragging Stanley behind her, her grip on his
ankles, trying not to look at the trail of red following behind him.

Out in the corridor, and the room off to the right was filled with fire: an
angry, roaring vortex up every wall and across the floor, spilling through the
open doorway into the narrow hall. Flames were licking along on the old,
peeling wallpaper. And above her head, the exposed insulation in the ceiling was
burning, dropping ash down on them.

The smoke was getting lower and darker. Pip coughed, breathing it in. And
the world started spinning around her.



‘It’s going to be OK, Stanley,” she called over her shoulder, ducking her
head down, out of the smoke. ‘I’ll get you out.’

It was harder dragging him, out here on the carpet. But she dug in her heels
and she pulled as hard as she could. The fire was growing on the wall beside her
— hot, too hot — and it felt like her skin was blistering and her eyes were burning.
She turned her face away from it and pulled.

‘It’s OK, Stanley!” She had to scream over the flames now.

Pip coughed with every breath. But she didn’t let go of him. She held on and
she pulled. And when she reached the threshold, she sucked the clean, cold
outside air into her lungs, dragging Stanley out on to the grass, just as the carpet
behind them started to catch.

‘We’re out, Stanley,” Pip said, dragging him further through the unkempt
grass, away from the burning house. She bent and laid his feet gently down,
turning her eyes back to the fire. Smoke was billowing out of the holes where the
upstairs windows once were, blocking out the stars.

She coughed again and looked down at Stanley. The wet blood glistened in
the light from the flames, and he wasn’t moving. His eyes were closed.

‘Stanley!” She crashed down beside him, grabbing his face again. But this
time his eyes didn’t open. ‘Stanley!” Pip lowered her ear to his nose, listening for
his breath. It wasn’t there. She placed her fingers on his neck, just above the
gaping hole. Nothing. No pulse.

‘No Stanley, please no.” Pip settled on her knees, placing the heel of her
hand in the middle of his chest, right beside one of the holes. She covered her
hand with the other, leaned up and started to push down. Hard.

‘Don’t, Stanley. Please don’t go,” she said, keeping her arms straight,
compressing his chest.

She counted to thirty and then pinched his nose, placed her mouth over his
and breathed into him. Once. Twice.

Returned her hands to his chest and pressed down.

She felt something give way beneath her palm, a crunching sound. One of
his ribs cracking.

‘Don’t go, Stanley.” She watched his unmoving face as she pushed all of her
body weight into him. ‘I can save you. I promise. I can save you.’

Breathe. Breathe.

There was a flash in the corner of her eye as the flames exploded, the
downstairs windows shattering outward as whirls of fire and smoke climbed up
and out, engulfing the outside of the farmhouse. It was incredibly hot, even
twenty feet away, and there was a line of sweat running down Pip’s temple as
she pushed. Or was that Stanley’s blood?



Another crack under her hand. Another rib gone.

Breathe. Breathe.

‘Come back, Stanley. Please. I’'m begging you.’

Her arms were aching already, but she kept going. Push and breathe. She
didn’t know how long for; time didn’t seem to exist any more. Just her and the
crackling heat of the flames and Stanley.

one seven fourteen twenty-one twenty-eight
tWo eight fifteen tWenty-two twenty-nine
three nine sixteen twenty-three  thirty
four ten seventeen twenty-four breathe
five eleven eighteen twenty-five breathe
SIX twelve nineteen twenty-six

thirteen twenty twenty-seven

The first thing she heard was the siren.

Thirty and breathe. Breathe.

And then the slamming of car doors, voices shouting that she couldn’t
understand because words didn’t exist here. Only one to thirty and breathe.

Someone’s hand was on her shoulder, but she shrugged it off. It was Soraya.
Daniel da Silva stood over them, the fire mirrored back in his horrified eyes.
And as he watched, there was a thunderous, end-of-the-world crash as the roof
collapsed, caving into the flames.

‘Pip, let me take over,” Soraya said gently. ‘You’re tired.’

‘No!” Pip shouted, breathless, sweat falling into her open mouth. ‘I can keep
going. I can do this. I can save him. He’s going to be OK.’

‘Paramedics and Fire will be here any minute,” Soraya said, trying to catch
her eye. ‘Pip, what happened?’

‘Charlie Green,’ she gasped between presses. ‘Charlie Green, from number
twenty-two Martinsend Way. He shot Stanley. Call Hawkins.’

Daniel stepped back to speak into his radio.

‘Hawkins is already on his way,” Soraya said. ‘Ravi told us where to find
you. Jamie Reynolds is safe.’

‘I know.’

‘Are you hurt?’

‘No.’

‘Let me take over.’

‘No.’



The next siren wasn’t far behind, and then two paramedics were around her
in their high-vis jackets and their purple-gloved hands.

One paramedic asked Soraya for Pip’s name. She bent low so Pip could see
her face.

‘Pip, I’'m Julia. You’re doing really well, sweetheart. But I’'m going to take
over compressions from here, OK?’

Pip didn’t want to, she couldn’t stop. But Soraya dragged her back and she
didn’t have the strength to fight her and the purple-gloved hands replaced hers
on Stanley’s sunken chest.

She collapsed back in the grass and watched his pale face, glowing orange
from the fire.

Another siren. The fire engine pulled up to the side of the farmhouse and
people peeled out of it. Was any of this real any more?

‘Is there anyone else inside?’ someone was shouting down at her.

‘No.” But her own voice felt detached from her.

The paramedics swapped over.

Pip glanced behind her and a small crowd was there. When had that
happened? People standing in coats and dressing gowns, watching the scene.
Other uniformed constables had arrived, helping Daniel da Silva to push the
onlookers back, cordon off the area.

And how long was it after that that she heard his voice? She didn’t know.

‘Pip!” Ravi’s voice fought over the flames to reach her. ‘Pip!”

She pushed up to her feet and turned, saw the horror on Ravi’s face as he
looked across at her. She followed his eyes down. Her white top was fully
soaked through with Stanley’s blood. Her hands red. Smudges up her neck and
across her face.

He sprinted towards her, but Daniel caught him, pushed him back.

‘Let me through! I need to see her!” Ravi yelled in Daniel’s face, struggling
against him.

“You can’t, this is an active crime scene!’” Daniel shoved him back, into the
growing crowd. Held his arms out to keep Ravi there.

Pip’s eyes returned to Stanley. One of the paramedics had withdrawn,
speaking into her radio. Pip could only catch a few words over the noise of the
fire and all of that fog inside her head. ‘Medical control . . . twenty minutes . . .
no change . ..callit...

It took a moment for those words to work their way into her head and make
any kind of sense.

“Wait,” Pip said, the world moving too slowly around her.

The paramedic nodded to the other. She sighed quietly and pulled her hands



away from Stanley’s chest.

‘What are you doing? Don’t stop!” Pip charged forward. ‘He’s not dead,
don’t stop!”’

She crashed towards Stanley, lying there, still and bloodied on the grass but
Soraya caught her hand.

‘No!” Pip screamed at her, but Soraya was stronger, pulling Pip into her arms
and wrapping her up inside them. ‘Let me go! I need to —’

‘He’s gone,’ she said quietly. ‘There’s nothing we can do, Pip. He’s gone.’

And then things really came undone time skipping other words half-heard
and half-understood: coroner and hello can you hear me?

Daniel is trying to talk to her and all she can do is scream at him.

‘I told you! I told you someone was going to end up dead.

Why didn’t you listen to me?’

Someone else’s arms on her. Stopping her.

Detective Hawkins is here now and where did he come from? His face
doesn’t move much and is he dead too, like Stanley? Now he’s in the front of the
car driving and Pip, she’s in the back watching the fire recede away
as they drive. Her thoughts are no longer in straight lines, they

cascade
away from her
like ash.

The police station is cold, that must be why she is shivering. A back room
she hasn’t seen before. And Eliza is here: ‘I need to take your clothes, darling.’

But they won’t come off when she pulls, they have to be peeled

off, the skin underneath no longer hers, streaky and pink from blood. Eliza
seals the clothes and all that’s left of Stanley inside a clear evidence bag. Looks
at Pip. ‘I’'m going to need your bra too.’

Because she’s right, that’s soaked red as well.

Now Pip’s wearing a new white T-shirt and grey jogging trousers but they
aren’t hers and whose are they, then? And be quiet because someone
is talking to her. It’s DI Hawkins: ‘It’s just to rule you out,” he says, ‘to
eliminate you.” And she doesn’t want to say but she already feels

eliminated.

‘Sign here.’

She does.

‘Just a gun powder residue test,” says a new person Pip doesn’t know. And
he’s placing something sticky, adhesive against her hands and her fingers,
sealing them away in tubes.

Another sign here.



“To rule you out, you understand?’

“Yes,” Pip says, letting them place her fingers into the soft ink pad and
against the paper. Thumb, forefinger, middle, the swirling lines of her
fingerprints like little galaxies of their own.

‘She’s in shock,’ she hears someone say.

‘I’'m fine.’
A different room and Pip is sitting alone, a clear plastic cup of water between
her hands but it ripples and shakes, warning her of an earthquake.

Wait . . . we don’t get those here. But the earthquake comes all the same because
it’s inside her, the shakes, and she can’t hold the water without spilling.

A door slams nearby but before the sound reaches her, it has
changed.

It’s a gun. It fires two three six times and, oh, Hawkins is in the room again,
sitting across from her but he can’t hear the gun. Only Pip can.

He asks questions.

“What happened?’

‘Describe the gun.’

‘Do you know where Charlie Green went? He and his wife are gone. Their
belongings look packed up in a hurry.’

He has written it all down too. Pip has to read it, re-remember it all.

Sign at the bottom.

And after, Pip asks a question of her own: ‘Did you find her?’

‘Find who?’

“The eight-year-old abducted from her garden?’

Hawkins nods. ‘Yesterday. She’s fine, was with her father. Domestic
dispute.’

And ‘Oh,’ is all Pip can say to that.

She’s left alone again listening to the gun no one else can hear. Until there’s
a soft hand on her shoulder and she flinches. An even softer voice, “Your parents
are here to take you home now.’

Pip’s feet follow the voice dragging the rest of her with them. Into the
waiting room, too bright, and it’s her dad she sees first. She can’t think what to
say to him or Mum but that doesn’t matter because all they want to do is

hold her.

Ravi is behind them.

Pip goes to him and his arms pull her into his chest. Warm. Safe. It’s always
safe here and Pip breathes out, listening to the sound of his heart. But oh
no, the gun is in there too, hiding beneath every beat.

Waiting for her.



It follows Pip as they leave. Sits beside her in the dark car. It tucks itself up
into bed with her. Pip shakes and she blocks her ears and she tells the gun
to go away.
But it won’t go.



SUNDAY
16 DAYS LATER

Forty-Two

They were dressed in black, all of them, because that’s how it was supposed
to be.

Ravi’s fingers were entwined with hers and if Pip held them any tighter, they
would break, she was sure of it. Crack in half, like ribs.

Her parents were standing on her other side, hands clasped in front of them,
eyes down, her dad breathing in time with the wind in the trees. She noticed
everything like that now. On the other side were Cara and Naomi Ward, and
Connor and Jamie Reynolds. Connor and Jamie were both wearing black suits
that didn’t quite fit, too small here, too long there, as though they’d both
borrowed them from their father.

Jamie was crying, his whole body shuddering with them inside that ill-fitting
suit. Face reddening as he tried to swallow the tears down, glancing across at
Pip, over the coffin.

A solid pine coffin with unadorned sides measuring eighty-four inches by
twenty-eight by twenty-three, with white satin lining inside. Pip had been the one
to choose it. He had no family, and his friends . . . they all disappeared after the
story came out. All of them. No one stepped up to claim him, so Pip had,
arranging the whole funeral. She’d chosen a burial, against the funeral director’s
professional opinion. Stanley died with his ankles in her hands, scared and
bleeding out while a fire raged around them. She didn’t think he’d want to be
cremated, burned, like his father had done to those seven kids.

A burial, that’s what he would have wanted, Pip insisted. So they were
outside, on the left hand-side of the churchyard, beyond Hillary F. Weiseman.
The petals of the white roses shivering in the wind from atop his coffin. It was
positioned over an open grave, inside a metal frame with straps and green
carpeting like fake grass, so it didn’t look like exactly what it was: a hole in the
ground.

Members of the police force were supposed to have been here, but Detective
Hawkins had emailed her last night, saying he’d been advised by his supervisors
that attending the funeral would be ‘too political’. So here they were, just the
eight of them, and most only here for Pip. Not for him, the one lying dead in the
solid pine coffin. Except Jamie, she thought, catching his rubbed-red eyes.

The priest’s collar was too tight, the flesh of his neck bunching over it as he



read out the sermon. Pip looked beyond him, at the small grey headstone she’d
picked out. A man with four different names, but Stanley Forbes was the one he
chose, the life he’d wanted, the one who was trying. So that was the name
engraved over him, forever.
Stanley Forbes
June 7" 1988 — May 4™ 2018
You Were Better

‘And before we say our final prayer, Pip, you wanted to say a few words?’

The sound of her name caught her off-guard and she winced, her heart
spiking, and suddenly her hands were wet but it didn’t feel like sweat, it was
blood, it was blood, it was blood . . .

‘Pip?’ Ravi whispered to her, giving her fingers a gentle squeeze. And no,
there was no blood, she’d only imagined it.

“Yes,’ she said, coughing to clear her voice. “Yes. Um, I wanted to say thank
you, everyone for coming. And to you, Father Renton, for the service.” If Ravi
wasn’t holding her hand still, it would be shaking, fluttering on the wind. ‘I
didn’t know Stanley all that well. But I think, in the last hour of his life, I got to
know who he truly was. He -’

Pip stopped. There was a sound, carrying on the breeze. A shout. It came
again, louder this time. Closer.

‘Murderer!’

Her eyes shot up and her chest tightened. There was a group of about fifteen
people, marching past the church towards them. Painted signs held up in their
hands.

“You’re mourning a killer!” a man yelled.

‘I-I-I . . .” Pip stuttered, and she felt the scream again, growing in her
stomach, burning her inside out.

‘Keep going, pickle.” Her dad was behind her, his warm hand on her
shoulder. “You’re doing so well. I’'ll go talk to them.’

The group was nearing, and Pip could recognize a few faces among them
now: Leslie from the shop, and Mary Scythe from the Kilton Mail, and was that .
. . was that Ant’s dad, Mr Lowe in the middle?

‘Um,’ she said, shakily, watching her dad hurrying away up the path towards
them. Cara gave her an encouraging smile, and Jamie nodded. ‘Um. Stanley, he .
. . when he knew his own life was in danger, his first thought was to protect me
and -’

‘Burn in hell!”

She tightened her hands into fists. ‘And he faced his own death with bravery
and -’



‘Scum!’

She dropped Ravi’s hand and she was gone.

‘No, Pip!” Ravi tried to hold on to her but she slipped out of his grasp and
away, pounding up the grass. Her mum was calling her name, but that wasn’t her
right now. Her teeth bared as she flew down the pathway, her black dress flailing
behind her knees as she took on the wind. Her eyes flickered across their signs
painted in red, dripping letters:

Killer Spawn

Monster of Little Kilton

Charlie Green = HERO

Child Brunswick Rot in Hell

Not in OUR town!

Her dad looked back and tried to catch her as she passed but she was too fast,
and that burning inside her too strong.

She collided into the group, shoving Leslie hard, her cardboard sign
clattering to the floor.

‘He’s dead!’ she screamed at them all, pushing them back. ‘Leave him alone,
he’s dead!’

‘He shouldn’t be buried here. This is our town,” Mary said, pushing her sign
towards Pip, blocking her sight.

‘He was your friend!” Pip snatched the sign out of Mary’s hands. ‘He was
your friend!” she roared, bringing the poster board down with all her strength
against her knee. It broke cleanly in two and she threw the pieces at Mary.
‘LEAVE HIM ALONEY!’

She started towards Mr Lowe, who flinched away from her. But she didn’t
make it. Her dad had grabbed her from behind, pulled her arms back. Pip reeled
up against him, her feet kicking out towards them, but they were all backing
away from her. Something new on their faces. Fear maybe, as she was dragged
away.

Her eyes blurred with angry tears as she looked up, arms locked behind her,
her dad’s calming voice in her ear. The sky was a pale and creamy blue, pockets
of soft clouds floating across. A pretty sky for today. Stanley would have liked
that, she thought, as she screamed up into it.



SATURDAY

6 DAYS LATER
Forty-Three

The sun climbed up her legs in leaf-like patches, reaching through the tall
willow tree in the Reynoldses’ garden.

The day was warm, but the stone step she sat on was cool through the back
of her new jeans. Pip blinked against the shifting beams of light, watching them
all.

A get-together, Joanna Reynolds’ message had read, but Jamie joked it was a
Surprise, I’'m not dead barbecue. Pip had found that funny. She hadn’t found
much funny the last few weeks, but that had done it.

The dads were hovering around the barbecue, and Pip could see her dad was
eyeing the unflipped burgers, itching to take over from Arthur Reynolds. Mohan
Singh was laughing, tilting his head back to drink his beer, the sunlight making
the bottle glow.

Joanna was leaning over the picnic table nearby, removing cling film from
the tops of bowls: pasta salad and potato salad and actual salad. Dropping
serving spoons into each one. On the other side of the garden, Cara stood talking
with Ravi, Connor and Zach. Ravi was intermittently kicking a tennis ball, for
Josh to chase.

Pip watched her brother, whooping as he cartwheeled after the ball. A smile
on his face that was pure and unknowing. Ten years old, the same age Child
Brunswick was when . . . Stanley’s dying face flashed into her mind. Pip
screwed her eyes shut, but that never took him away. She breathed, three deep
breaths, like her mum told her to do, and re-opened them. She shifted her gaze
and took a shaky sip of water, her hand sweating against the glass.

Nisha Singh and Pip’s mum were standing with Naomi Ward, Nat da Silva
and Zoe Reynolds, words unheard passing from one to another, smiles following
along behind them. It was nice to see Nat smiling, Pip thought. It changed her,
somehow.

And Jamie Reynolds, he was walking towards her, wrinkling his freckled
nose. He sat down on the step beside her, his knee grazing hers as he settled.

‘How are you doing?’ he asked, running his finger over the rim of his beer
bottle.

Pip didn’t answer the question. ‘How are you?’ she said, instead.

‘I’'m good.” Jamie looked at her, a smile stretching into his pink-tinged




cheeks. ‘Good but . . . I can’t stop thinking about him.” The smile flickered out.

‘I know,’ said Pip.

‘He wasn’t what people expected,’ Jamie said quietly. “You know, he tried to
fit a whole mattress through the gap in the toilet door, so I would be
comfortable. And he asked me every day what I’d like to eat for dinner, despite
still being scared of me. Of what I almost did.’

“You wouldn’t have killed him,’ Pip said. ‘I know.’

‘No,” Jamie sniffed, looking down at the smashed Fitbit still on his wrist.
He’d said he would never take it off; he wanted it there, as a reminder. ‘I knew I
couldn’t do it, even when the knife was in my hand. And I was so scared. But
that doesn’t make it any better. I told the police everything. But, without Stanley,
they don’t have enough to charge me. Doesn’t feel right, somehow.’

‘Doesn’t feel right that we’re both here and he’s not,” Pip said, her chest
tightening, filling her head with the sound of cracking ribs. “We both led Charlie
to him, in a way. And we’re alive and he’s not.’

‘I’m alive because of you,” Jamie said, not looking at her. “You and Ravi and
Connor. If Charlie had worked out it was Stanley before that night, he might
have killed me too. I mean, he set a building on fire with you inside.’

“Yeah,’ Pip said, the word she used when no other would fit.

‘They’re going to find him eventually,” he said. ‘Charlie Green, and Flora.
They can’t run forever. The police will catch them.’

That’s what Hawkins had said to her that night: We will get him. But one day
had turned into two had turned into three weeks.

“Yeah,’ she said again.

‘Has my mum stopped hugging you yet?’ Jamie asked, trying to bring her
out of her thoughts.

‘Not yet,” she said.

‘She hasn’t stopped hugging me either,” he laughed.

Pip’s eyes followed Joanna as she handed a plate to Arthur at the barbecue.

“Your dad loves you, you know,’ Pip said. ‘I know he doesn’t always show it
in the right way, but I saw him, the moment he thought he’d lost you forever.
And he loves you, Jamie. A lot.’

Jamie’s eyes filled, sparkling in the dappled sunlight. ‘I know,’ he said, over
a new lump in his throat. He coughed it down.

‘I’ve been thinking,’ Pip said, turning to face him. ‘All Stanley wanted was a
quiet life, to learn to be better, to try do some good with it. And he doesn’t get to
do that any more. But we’re still here, we’re alive.” She paused, meeting Jamie’s
eyes. ‘Can you promise me something? Can you promise me you’ll live a good
life? A full life, a happy one. Live well, and do it for him, because he can’t any



more.’

Jamie held her eyes, a quiver in his lower lip. ‘I promise,’ he said. ‘And you
too?’

‘I’ll try,” she nodded, wiping her eyes with her sleeve just as Jamie did the
same. They laughed.

Jamie took a quick sip of his beer. ‘Starting today,” he said. ‘I think I'm
going to apply to the ambulance service, to work as a trainee paramedic.’

Pip smiled at him. “That’s a good start.’

They watched the others for a moment, Arthur dropping a load of hot-dog
buns and Josh rushing to pick them up, shouting ‘Five-second rule!” Nat’s laugh,
high and unguarded.

‘And,’ Jamie continued, ‘I suppose you’ve already told the whole world I’'m
in love with Nat da Silva. So, I guess I should tell her myself sometime. And if
she doesn’t feel the same, I move on. Onwards and upwards. And no more
strangers on the internet.’

He raised his beer bottle out towards her. ‘Live well,” he said.

Pip lifted her glass of water and clinked it against Jamie’s bottle. ‘For him,’
she said.

Jamie hugged her, a quick, teetering hug, different from Connor’s clumsy
hugs. Then he stood up and walked across the garden to Nat’s side. His eyes
were different when he looked at her, fuller somehow. Brighter. A dimpled smile
stretched across his face as she turned to him, the laugh still in her voice. And
Pip swore, maybe just for a second, she could see the same look in Nat’s eyes.

She watched the two of them joking around with Jamie’s sister, and she
didn’t even notice Ravi walking over. Not until he sat down, hooking one of his
feet under her leg.

“You OK, Sarge?’ he said.

“Yeah.’

“You want to come over and join everyone?’

‘I’m fine here,’ she said.

‘But everyone is —’

‘I said I’'m fine,” Pip said, but it wasn’t her saying it, not really. She sighed,
looked across at him. ‘I’m sorry. I don’t mean to snap. It’s . ..’

‘I know,’ Ravi said, closing his hand over hers, sliding his fingers in between
hers in that perfect way they slotted together. They still fit. ‘It will get better, I
promise.” He pulled her in closer. ‘And I’m here, whenever you need me.’

She didn’t deserve him. Not even one little bit. ‘I love you,’ she said, looking
into his dark brown eyes, filling herself with them, pushing everything else out.

‘I love you too.’



Pip shuffled, leaning over to rest her head on Ravi’s shoulder as they
watched the others. Everyone had now encircled Josh as he tried his best to teach
them all how to floss, straight jerking arms and locking hips everywhere.

‘Oh god, Jamie, you’re so embarrassing,” Connor giggled, as his brother
somehow managed to hit himself in the groin, bending double. Nat and Cara
clutched each other, falling to the grass with laughter.

‘Look at me, I can do it!” Pip’s dad was saying, because of course he was.
Even Arthur Reynolds was trying, still at the grill, thinking nobody could see
him.

Pip laughed, watching how ridiculous they all looked, the sound a small
croak in her throat. And it was OK, to be out here on the sidelines, with Ravi.
Separate. A gap between everyone and here. A barricade around her. She would
join them, when she was ready. But for now, she just wanted to sit, far back
enough that she could see them all in one go.

It was evening. Her family had eaten too much at the Reynoldses’ house and
were dozing downstairs. Pip’s room was dark, her face underlit by the ghostly
white light of her laptop. She sat at her desk, staring at the screen. Studying for
her exams, that’s what she’d told her parents. Because she lies now.

She finished typing in the search bar and pressed enter.

Most recent sightings of Charlie and Flora Green.

They’d been spotted nine days ago, security footage of them withdrawing
money from an ATM in Portsmouth. The police had verified that one, she’d seen
it on the news. But here — Pip clicked — someone had commented on an article
posted to Facebook, claiming they’d seen the couple yesterday at a petrol station
in Dover, driving a new car: a red Nissan Juke.

Pip ripped the top sheet from her pad of paper, screwed it up and threw it
behind her. She hunched over, checking back to the screen as she scribbled the
details down on a fresh page. Returned to her search.

‘We’re the same, you and me. You know it deep down,” Charlie’s voice
intruded, speaking inside her head. And the scariest thing was, Pip didn’t know
if he was wrong. She couldn’t say how they were different. She just knew they
were. It was a feeling beyond words. Or maybe, just maybe, that feeling was
only hope.

She stayed there, clicking through for hours, jumping from article to article,
comment to comment. And it was with her too, of course. It always was.

The gun.

It was here now, beating within her chest, knocking against her ribs. Aiming
with her eyes. It was in nightmares, and crashing pans, and heavy breaths, and
dropped pencils, and thunderstorms, and closing doors, and too loud, and too



quiet, and alone and not, and the ruffle of pages, and the tapping of keys and
every click and every creak.

The gun was always there.

It lived inside her now.
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