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        THE UGLY TRUTH, with Hannah Hastings

        Series 16

        Episode 1: The Summer of Discontent

      

      

      
        
        Hello and welcome to a brand-new week. I hope you’re all well, and a huge welcome to any new Ugly Truthers. My name is Hannah Hastings, and I’m thrilled to have you here.

        Well, what a week it’s been. You’ll be pleased to know that, after concluding the Brightmore case last week, I’ve been hard at work, and this week I’m thrilled to reveal that I have a brand-spanking-new case for you all.

        As always, I’ve been trawling through the archives to find a case that I really hope to be able to sink my teeth into. As regular listeners will know, I can’t always promise that I will get results – sometimes there just isn’t a result to find, and other times it’s simply because the truth doesn’t want to be revealed. But you also know that I will do my absolute best.

        As always, though, I need your help, so please do send me anything you think might be relevant or useful to the case as it unfolds – to the usual email address: Hannah@theuglytruth.co.uk. Together, let’s see if we can get to the bottom of this case.

        So now, without further ado, let me introduce you, and tell you everything I know so far.

        The year was 2004, and the lives of four final-year students at the University of East Anglia were about to be changed forever with the arrival of a mysterious girl called Summer Carpenter…
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          NOW

        

      

    

    
      Amy snaps her eyes open, her heart thumping, her skin covered in a thin sheen of sweat. Something has woken her. What? She holds her breath, waiting, staring into the liquid black of the night… but there’s nothing to hear except the whistle of the wind along the side of the house and the tick, tick, tick of the radiator cooling on this unseasonally cold spring night.

      She slowly lets out her breath, terror still pulsing in her ears, and tries to tell herself that everything is fine. She’s perfectly safe here, in the cocoon of her home. Besides, Benny hasn’t stirred, and everything wakes him. She reaches down and rubs the velvety softness of his ear, and he rolls over, belly exposed, his tail thumping lethargically against the mattress.

      ‘We’re okay aren’t we, Benny boy?’ Amy says, pressing her nose into his head. Her protector whimpers and goes back to sleep.

      But Amy is wide awake now. She glances at the clock beside her, the numbers glowing at her through the darkness: 3.45 a.m. Ugh. Too early to get up, but she knows she’ll never get back to sleep. She pushes the duvet aside and swings her legs out of bed, pressing her feet into the cool wood of the floorboards. She shivers, the air chilly against her damp skin, then stands and snatches her dressing gown from the back of the door and wraps it round herself.

      But as she pulls the door open she stops again, her heart in her throat. She definitely heard something that time. She steps onto the landing, the floorboards squeaking beneath her tread. And there it is again, a soft tapping sound. But where is it coming from? She lets her breathing settle and strains her ears, but it seems to have stopped once more. She presses her fingertips to the wall opposite her bedroom door. It’ll just be something scurrying around in the walls, or in the closed-up part of her home. Of course it will.

      She stands still for another moment, then takes a deep breath and heads for the stairs.

      Downstairs, the kitchen feels otherworldly in the low glow of the moonlight, but she doesn’t switch the light on. The long wall of glass that stretches across the back of the house makes her feel exposed when it’s dark outside. She fills the kettle, and stands looking into the midnight garden, arms folded. The patio table and chairs closest to the house are clear, but other shapes loom in the darkness, sending her over-active mind into overdrive. Is that a figure standing there, watching her, or just the hedge, swaying slightly in the breeze? Is that someone running away, or just the shadowy shape of a neighbourhood cat giving chase?

      The kettle clicks off and she turns away, berating herself. What’s got into her lately? She’s lived on her own for most of her adult life, and she’s never felt as jittery as she does right now. She pours boiling water onto a ginger teabag and takes it to the table and sits, facing out towards the garden.

      She screams as something touches her foot, but when she looks down it’s just Benny, sniffing her toes.

      ‘God, Benny, you gave me a fright. I didn’t hear you come down the stairs,’ she says, rubbing the top of his head. He looks up at her, warm chocolate-brown eyes glinting in the semi-darkness, and rests his head on her thigh. Benny’s presence has calmed her in this moment, but, she thinks, it’s his recent strange behaviour that has put her on edge in the first place.

      A few days ago, he began barking wildly in the corner of the living room, facing the wall as though staring something down. But when she’d gone over to investigate there was nothing to see except a few balls of fluff and a dead spider. She hadn’t thought much about it until two days later when he’d started barking and growling at the house as they’d walked up the garden path after a long walk on the beach. He’d stopped dead, staring up at the upstairs window on the side of the house that was still closed up and undeveloped, and dug his heels in, the hackles on his back raised.

      Eventually whatever had bothered him must have gone because he relented and let himself be led up the garden path and inside.

      But Amy had felt uneasy ever since. Benny isn’t naturally nervous, and neither is she. So what exactly is going on?

      Suddenly the total darkness of the night feels like too much, and Amy stands, picks up her mug and gives Benny’s collar a tug.

      ‘Let’s go back to bed, Ben,’ she says, and together they trot up the stairs. Amy makes sure to close the bedroom door tightly, dragging a chair in front of it. Just in case.
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        * * *

      

      In the cold light of day the next morning, Amy feels ridiculous, and shakes her head at herself as she returns the chair to its rightful place. She’s perfectly safe. This house is her haven away from the world. Nothing will happen to her here. Besides, if anyone did break in, Benny would alert the whole neighbourhood, she’s sure of it. He makes enough fuss when the postman comes, or someone dares to walk another dog past the house. But last night he didn’t seem fazed at all.

      They go downstairs together, Benny getting under Amy’s feet as they reach the bottom step.

      ‘You’ll be the death of me one day, dog,’ she says, smiling as she swings round the bottom of the stairs and heads towards the kitchen. This morning, the glass wall looks benign rather than threatening, although a thick mist hangs over the garden, shrouding it in pale grey.

      Amy makes a coffee and gives Benny his breakfast, which he wolfs down in about three bites, then looks at her forlornly for more.

      ‘Nice try, buster,’ she says, picking up her coffee and heading back towards the stairs. She’s intending to drink her coffee in bed before taking Benny out for his morning walk, but when she reaches the bottom of the stairs she pauses. The doorway opposite is boarded up, as it has been for the last few years, and she stares at it now as if it might somehow allow her to see right through it. She places her coffee on the side table and leans into the wood, presses her ear against it. Perhaps, if she listens carefully enough, she’ll be able to work out what the sound was that woke her last night. She holds her breath for a moment, listening.

      But there’s nothing, of course. Just as she’d expected.

      She picks up her coffee and is about to climb the stairs when Benny gives a sharp bark from the kitchen. Her heart leaps into her throat as she hurries through to see what’s bothered him. But rather than looking worried, he’s standing by the back door with his lead in his mouth and wagging his tail at her.

      She sighs, and smiles at him.

      ‘Alright, you win, let’s go out.’

      Minutes later she’s dressed and clipping Benny’s lead on. He spins in excited circles as she laces her trainers, and pants at the door while she pulls her gloves on.

      They slip out of the back door and round the side of the house, through the gate and out onto the street. Benny tugs at his lead, eager to get to the beach, stopping to sniff a tree or a fence or a hedge every now and then.

      It’s cold for late April and Amy is glad of her extra layer, the fog keeping the cool night air trapped beneath it. It feels like the air is sticking to her skin, and she shivers in a sudden breeze.

      She picks up the pace to a gentle jog, enjoying the feeling of her heart rate ramping up, her breath coming long and steady to fill her lungs, then out again. The road rises upwards a little, and the gradient makes her push her legs, her arms pumping at her sides. Benny trots along happily for a while, happy just to be out. When they reach the steps down to the beach Amy stops and allows her breath to return to normal as Benny races ahead, down onto the sand.

      It felt good, that brief run. She’s not as fit as she used to be and her lungs burn in the cold air, but it feels invigorating to get her heart pumping sometimes, let her spirits soar.

      She starts down the stairs, gripping the handrail so she doesn’t slip on the damp wooden boards. The fog is so thick now the grey slab of sea is invisible, and she’s halfway down the steps before she realises she doesn’t have a clue where Benny is.

      Pulse quickening, she hurries down the last few steps and jumps onto the sand. A gust of wind whips salty droplets into her eyes, and a plastic bottle skitters forlornly over the dips and bumps of the sand.

      ‘Benny!’ she calls, casting her eyes left, right, left, right. Her breath catches in her chest. Where is he?

      ‘Benny boy!’ She runs in the direction of the sea, the sand becoming firmer beneath her feet with every step. She can barely see more than a few metres in front of her, and she listens for the patter of feet or the pant of his breath. But the roar of the waves fills her ears and she’s suddenly disorientated, spinning wildly.

      ‘Benny, please,’ she cries, a sob catching her unawares as she paces up and down the shoreline, water splashing into her trainers, soaking her socks. It’s icy cold but she doesn’t care.

      She runs, then stops, runs, then stops, shouting Benny’s name over and over. Squints through the fog, mirages forming and evaporating in the mist. Then a patch clears, briefly, and she sees a shape, fully formed this time. A person?

      ‘Excuse me,’ she shouts, running after them. But they’re moving away from her, not turning back.

      ‘Please, have you seen my dog?’ she cries. But the figure has gone now, evaporated into the fog as if they were never there at all.

      She spins on her heels and heads back towards the sea, slipping on stones in her haste. And then she hears it. The sweetest sound she’s ever heard, clear as a bell: Benny’s bark.

      ‘Benny!’ she shouts, and before she can even work out which direction the sound is coming from, he’s there, wagging his tail and jumping up excitedly, and she bends down and wraps her arms around him, so relieved she could cry.

      ‘Where did you go, boy?’ she says, cupping his chin in her hands and looking into his dark eyes.

      She stays crouched down with Benny in the sand for a few minutes, and by the time she stands again the fog has begun to lift, shifting up over the cliffs so she can see the line of beach huts once more, make out the groyne stretching into the water, a ship in the distance.

      She glances round, but she’s totally alone on the beach now. Did she imagine the other person, her mind playing tricks on her in her panic? It wouldn’t be the first time. But even if there had been someone there, they’re long gone now.

      She lets Benny run around for a while, dashing in and out of the waves, picking up sticks and bringing them to her, chasing after them as she throws them for him. But being by the sea isn’t bringing her the same sense of calm today as it usually does, and eventually the strange prickling sensation that creeps along her spine drives her away, back towards home.
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        * * *

      

      By the time they turn the corner into their street, they’re both weary. The weather is unrecognisable now, the sun pushing through the clouds and burning away the fog, and Amy begins to feel herself relax at last.

      Honestly, what is wrong with her these days? She never used to be this jittery, scared of her own shadow. What on earth made her think something had happened to Benny, when she knows how much he loves to race off and sniff around the rocks? And why would she imagine someone spying on her through the fog?

      They reach the front gate and she pushes it open. But as they step through, Benny drops down low, his hackles up, a growl in his throat. Guard dog mode. He’s staring at the upstairs window again, the one that’s taped up with newspaper, and Amy follows his gaze, heart thumping. She squints up at the window, shading her eyes, but all she can see is the sun reflected back in the dusty glass.

      She reaches down and presses her hand against his head, reassuring. ‘It’s okay boy, it’s okay,’ she says gently. At first he ignores her, but slowly the fur on his tail deflates, his head comes up, and he looks at her.

      ‘What was it? What spooked you?’

      He nuzzles into her as though trying to tell her something. ‘I wish you could answer me,’ she says, standing. She throws the bedroom one last glance, then tugs Benny up the path to the front door and lets them both in. Once inside, Benny trots off, seemingly unperturbed by whatever had scared him just a moment before. But Amy stands for a moment and holds her breath, the sound of her pulse thumping through her body, and listens for a sound, any sound that shouldn’t be there.

      There’s nothing.

      She slips off her trainers, jacket and hat and heads into the kitchen, flicks on the kettle. Outside, the garden looks inviting now, the old willow tree swaying in a light breeze, the sun slowly spreading in from the far left-hand corner like butter, a patch of light in the shade. She presses her fingers to the glass. She’d always dreamed of having a whole wall of glass looking out into the garden – it was one of the things that had sealed the deal for her when she’d bought this place as a complete wreck almost seven years before – that the moment she’d stepped into this gloomy room she could picture it filled with sunlight on a warm spring day. And until now she’d loved spending time in this room, working in here whenever circumstances allowed, pottering around cooking, flinging the doors open to the outside world.

      Right now, though, these very doors are making her feel anxious, exposed, as though she’s being watched.

      At the sound of the kettle clicking off she turns and pours boiling water onto a mint teabag, bends to give Benny a head rub as she passes him curled up in his basket, and heads upstairs to shower. She’s got a busy day ahead. It’s time to focus.
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        * * *

      

      Another thing Amy loves about this house – at least the bit she finished renovating before she ran out of money – is that it has big, bright rooms. The bedroom she’s converted into her therapy room, where she brings her clients, is one she’s particularly proud of. It’s airy and light, but the wooden blinds at the window give it a sense of privacy that her clients often need.

      Today she has four counselling clients, starting at 11 a.m. For the first three sessions, she’s as engaged as she always is, her worries folded away like a spare blanket in a corner of her mind as she listens to them talk. She asks questions where required and tries to help them find the answers they need. But halfway through her final session, as her client is deep into a childhood memory of his father, she’s distracted by a sound coming from the wall beside her. It’s intermittent, as though someone is moving, then stopping, then moving again, fingers down a wall. She tries to focus, to really listen to what her client is saying, but the sound is insistent, and by the time the session ends she feels wrung out from the effort of trying to hold it together.

      The moment she closes the front door behind her, she collapses onto the bottom step, legs trembling. She can’t hear the noise from here, but it persisted all the way through the last half of that hour, and she isn’t sure she has the energy to go back upstairs and see if she can still hear it.

      Isn’t sure she wants to.

      Benny nuzzles his nose into her leg, and she pulls him to her, kissing his soft brown head.

      ‘Come upstairs with me, Ben?’ she says, hauling herself reluctantly to her feet. Benny doesn’t need asking twice, and races up ahead. But at the top, instead of turning left into her bedroom where he likes to leap onto the bed immediately, he turns right into her counselling room, hackles raised again.

      Oh shit.

      She follows, trying not to make any noise. She prays Benny won’t bark.

      They both stand, listening for a moment to the quiet of the room, waiting.

      Then there it is again.

      Scratch, scratch, stop. Scratch. Scratch.

      Benny’s bark almost makes Amy’s heart stop. But it also galvanises her into action, and she marches down the stairs, Benny hot on her heels. She slips on her jacket and shoes, grabs her keys and mobile, and throws open the front door.

      She’s going to find out once and for all what’s going on.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            2

          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      It’s still light outside but this part of the house is in shadow, and when they head round to the side door – the entrance to the other part of the house – it’s so quiet Amy can hear her own heartbeat. She glances round nervously, then fumbles with her keys, trying to find the right one for the door.

      This side of the house has been locked up for years, and she only ever comes in here occasionally to make sure a family of rats hasn’t moved in, or a leaking water pipe hasn’t caused untold damage. This is the first time she’s felt scared coming into her own home though, and a sudden surge of fury hits her.

      She won’t let whatever – or whoever – is unsettling her win. It’s time to find out once and for all whether this is all in her imagination, or whether there really is someone in here.

      The key slips into the lock easily and the door opens slowly, the old hinges squealing in protest. Grimacing, she steps inside, the stale air filling her nose as Benny sniffs about in the dust. She stands for a moment, taking in the room, a sense of sadness overwhelming her. She’d had such grand plans for this side of the house, but sadly had run out of money and been forced to board it all up just before the pandemic hit. Subsequent price rises in any kind of building work means her dream of opening up the entire house any time soon is getting further and further out of reach.

      She walks through the room, her steps echoing loudly on the bare floorboards. She pauses every few steps and listens. Benny does the same, his head cocked on one side. But he doesn’t seem unduly worried, and it’s helping to quell her fears about what she might find. Surely if there was someone in here, Benny would be on edge, barking or growling.

      After checking the entire downstairs – not too hard as most of the walls are missing and there are hardly any places to hide – they climb the stairs leading up to the first floor. Here, the layout is an exact mirror image of the finished side of the house – smaller room to the left, the other bedroom and what was once a bathroom further along off a corridor. She steps up onto the last step, and takes a left, towards the room that backs on to her counselling room – where she’d heard the noises earlier this afternoon. The door is slightly open, dusty light slipping through the crack. She’d planned to wait outside for a moment, to work out whether she could hear anything before pushing the door open, but Benny has other ideas, and barges the door straight open. Light fills the corridor and gives her the courage to step inside. Her hands are clammy and her legs shake as she steps inside to find… nothing.

      The room is completely empty, apart from a bed without a mattress pushed up against the far wall and a pair of fusty old curtains hooked over the curtain pole, the way they always were. Dust hovers in the air and she walks across the room and pulls open the door of the old built-in wardrobes. Empty.

      She runs her finger along a shelf and it comes back dusty.

      There’s no one here, and by the looks of it there hasn’t been for a long time.

      The relief makes her knees weak, and she turns to find Benny, but he’s disappeared again, impatient to sniff out all the other rooms he hasn’t been in for so long. Feeling the adrenaline seep from her body, she gives the other rooms a cursory glance before going back down the stairs, satisfied there’s nobody here.

      ‘Benny!’ she calls, heading for the door, suddenly keen to leave. But there’s no subsequent tapping of claws against wooden floorboards, and for the second time that day her heart flips as she realises she doesn’t know where he’s gone.

      ‘Benny?’ She heads back across the room and up the stairs again, and eventually finds Benny in the small bedroom where they’d started, this time with his head buried in the corner of the wardrobe.

      He doesn’t look round when she enters, and she steps forward to see what’s caught his attention.

      It’s dark inside the cupboard, so she pulls her phone from her back pocket and shines the torch inside. Benny backs away and she leans in to see what he was sniffing. There’s something there but she can’t quite make out what it is so she reaches her hand in. It brushes against something cold and plastic and she pulls it out into the light, holds it up and examines it.

      It’s a toothbrush.

      A yellow toothbrush.

      Confused, she looks down to where Benny is watching her, eyes wide, tail whirling furiously, pleased with his treasure.

      ‘What’s this doing here?’ she says, her voice bouncing off the empty walls.

      She runs her fingers across the bristles. Dry. It doesn’t look old, but then again it would only have been about a decade since whoever had lived here before moved out, and plastic lasts for centuries. It must have been here all along, overlooked among the frenzied building work, waiting for that room to be renovated before revealing itself, hidden in the shadows.

      She tucks it in her back pocket, heads down the stairs, this time with Benny in tow, and feels relief wash over her like a wave as she locks the door and leaves the old place behind.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I can’t believe you went in there alone if you thought there was someone there,’ Janet scolds, placing a heap of sausage and mash in front of Amy big enough to feed an entire building site.

      ‘I didn’t go alone, I had Benny,’ Amy says, picking up her fork and plunging it into the creamy mash. There’s far too much food here, but she knows how delicious and buttery her mum’s mashed potato is and she savours the first bite, grateful for some company right now.

      Janet slides into the chair opposite. ‘Yes, well, you know full well Simon would have come with you if you’d have said,’ she says, pressing her palm against her partner Simon’s hand which rests on the table beside his knife.

      ‘Course I would have,’ Simon says, picking up his fork and stabbing a sausage with it.

      ‘I know, thank you, but I didn’t need to, because I just told you, there was no one there anyway.’ Amy tries not to sigh, aware she behaves like a belligerent child whenever Simon’s about. Creepy Simon, as she calls him – in her head only, her mum would be devastated if she knew how she felt – moved in with her mum five years ago. They’d met during lockdown in the queue for a supermarket when Simon had accidentally breached the two-metre rule with his trolley and they’d got chatting about how on earth Covid-19 knew how far it was allowed to travel. When Janet had announced that their subsequent Zoom dates had progressed to more, Amy had been horrified – and even more so when she’d told her Simon was moving in.

      ‘We just both think there’s no point in hanging around at our age,’ she’d said, as though they were both at death’s door even though Janet was still a sprightly sixty-three.

      Even though Simon still made Amy feel uncomfortable with his slightly off jokes and ill-fitting clothes, there was nothing she could put her finger on, and for some reason he seemed to make her mum happy, so she kept quiet.

      Still, he would hardly be her first choice of person to call if she wanted to feel less nervous about going somewhere alone.

      ‘Why don’t you come and stay here for a bit if you’re worried?’

      ‘Mum!’

      Janet glances up. ‘What?’

      ‘You know what.’

      Janet looks at her defiantly. ‘Yes, well, I’m only saying. You know I don’t like you living alone in that big old place. It’s creepy. I just wish you’d sell it and buy somewhere smaller. Better for – well, you know. Just you.’

      Amy doesn’t bite. She knows her mum means well, it’s just she’s heard it a hundred times before. Why is she still single? Why doesn’t she buy somewhere smaller? More like her mum’s tiny two-up two-down where she’s lived for the last forty years of her life and that she never had any ambition to upgrade, she means.

      But Amy loves her house. She’d bought it almost seven years ago, after leaving her finance job in the City and moving back home following a… well, some called it a breakdown. She preferred to think of herself as simply having come to her senses after working in such a toxic environment for so long, but she knew others didn’t agree, and she couldn’t really blame them. A collapse – both mentally and physically – in the middle of the trading floor had led to her taking some time off and coming home to the Norfolk seaside town where she’d grown up, and where she’d then spent six weeks almost catatonic in her old childhood bedroom. But good food, her mum’s persistence, and making the decision to quit her job and her toxic relationship once and for all, finally helped her get better, get back out in the world. She’d retrained as a grief counsellor and rescued Benny as a puppy then, with the money she’d saved during her years in the City, she’d bought her house. Unlived in for at least two years previously, it was a huge, old double-fronted mansion facing the sea. And, despite it being an absolute wreck, from the moment she stepped inside, she knew she wanted to live there, just her and Benny.

      But then Covid had hit and the house was only half-done, and building work ground to a halt. The job had already cost more than expected, so she’d resigned herself to living in the finished half for a couple of years and finishing it later.

      Only later had never come, and now she wonders whether she’ll ever find the money to complete it.

      So, she understands why her mum simply can’t understand the attraction of the place. But to Amy, it represents a fresh start. A new her, a life where she can leave behind the soulless, live-to-work person she had become over the years (and why she had become that person was another story entirely), and have the life she wanted for the first time since she was a teenager.

      It was also her sanctuary against the world. Her shield.

      ‘I’m fine, Mum,’ she says, her voice gentler now. ‘I’ve got Benny and we know there’s nobody there. I think I just got spooked on the beach earlier.’

      ‘The beach?’ Her mum looks up sharply. ‘What happened on the beach?’

      Bugger.

      ‘Nothing really. It was just foggy and I thought someone was watching us and then I lost Benny and…’ she trails off, shrugs. ‘I was being paranoid.’

      Janet reaches her hand out and presses it onto Amy’s forearm. ‘Love, are you sure you’re okay? This is so unlike you.’

      Amy feels a burning behind her eyes and blinks back the tears she can’t let fall. Because if she starts she’ll never stop.

      ‘I’m not having another breakdown, Mum, I promise.’

      Janet watches her for a moment longer, searching her daughter’s face for any sign she’s not telling her the truth, then finally pulls her hand away.

      ‘Well, if you get spooked again, promise me you’ll ring me or Simon?’

      ‘Yes, please promise, Amy. I’ll always come and look after you,’ Simon says, smiling at her across the table.

      Amy forces a smile back. Why does everything he says sound vaguely threatening when she knows he just means well?

      ‘I promise.’

      The rest of the meal passes amicably enough. Janet chats easily about the people she’s seen, and the meal she enjoyed at the local pub the other day. Not for the first time, Amy wonders how her mum can be so happy when her world has always been so small, but chastises herself immediately. She’d tried to leave this place and go out into the world and look where that had got her. There’s something about this town that draws you back eventually. Some force that doesn’t want to let you go.

      As soon as it seems polite to leave, Amy stands, stifling a yawn.

      ‘You off already, love?’ The disappointment in Janet’s voice sends a flash of guilt through Amy.

      ‘Sorry Mum, it’s been a long day.’

      ‘Okay.’ Janet gathers up the plates and places them in the sink and fills it with soapy water. By the time she’s done, Benny has his lead on and Amy has slipped her trainers back on. When she turns to say goodbye she sees her mum nudging Simon. He clears his throat theatrically.

      ‘Can I give you a lift home, love?’ he says.

      ‘It’s only a ten-minute walk,’ Amy says.

      ‘It’s fifteen minutes at least, and I don’t like the idea of you being out there alone at this time of night.’

      Amy steps towards her mum and takes her hands. ‘Mum, it’s only nine o’clock, and I’ve got Benny with me. I’m sorry I worried you, but honestly, everything’s fine. I’m a big girl.’

      Janet nods. ‘I know. I’m sorry, love. But will you still do your old mum a favour?’

      Amy smiles and lets go of Janet’s hands. ‘I’ll text you the second I’m through the door, okay?’

      ‘Thank you.’
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        * * *

      

      Amy would be lying if she said she hadn’t been tempted to accept Simon’s offer of a lift. But she didn’t want to worry her mum any more, and she refuses to be spooked. Having said that, she was more relieved than normal to finally shut the door behind them and close all the curtains this evening. The streets had felt a little more menacing than usual tonight, secrets hidden in the shadows.

      Although she’d been tired when she’d left her mum’s, Amy’s wide awake now so she switches on the TV for company and settles onto the sofa, Benny curling up beside her. She tickles his head and clicks her phone on. A bit of mindless scrolling before bed might be just what she needs to tire her out.

      She checks her social media, then the main news websites, hoping for something to hold her attention. But her mind is skittering, incapable of settling on anything, her ears half-tuned to any unusual sounds in the house.

      Just as she’s about to close her phone and go to bed she decides to take a quick glance at her emails, even though she tries not to outside of working hours. It’s a boundary she was determined to set when she left her previous job and she’s usually pretty good about sticking to it. Just this once won’t hurt.

      She runs her eyes quickly down the list of new messages and is about to click off when one catches her eye.

      It’s from someone called Hannah Hastings – she’s fairly certain she doesn’t know who that is, although there is something tugging at her memory. But it’s the subject that has snagged her attention, and her heart is already racing before she’s even read the message.

      
        
        Subject: Summer Carpenter.
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          NOW

        

      

    

    
      Amy is stepping out of the shower when she hears the doorbell. After the email last night she’d struggled to get any sleep at all, memories of a night twenty years before rolling on repeat through her mind. She feels wretched, as though she’s been through the spin cycle of a washing machine. Her head hurts and her mouth is dry no matter how much tea she drinks.

      And now the bloody doorbell is going at eight in the morning.

      She peers out of the window to see if she can see anyone, but they’re concealed beneath the porch. There’s a blue Ford parked a little way down the road that she doesn’t recognise, but no clue as to who could be at her door.

      She’s tempted to ignore it but it’s already ringing again, and Benny’s barking wildly so she grabs her dressing gown and runs down the stairs, water dripping down her back. The chain is still on and she doesn’t remove it, opening the door a crack and peering out like a sixties housewife.

      A woman stands there – younger than her, maybe late twenties, with flaming red hair and an apologetic smile.

      ‘Can I help you?’ Amy says.

      The woman moves a little closer to the door. A blast of cool air seeps through the gap and makes Amy shiver.

      ‘I’m sorry to bother you so early. My name’s Hannah, I sent you an email and⁠—’

      ‘No!’ The word is out before Amy can even think about it. She slams the door shut, leans her back against it, her heart hammering. Her head spins and she feels like she might pass out.

      What is this woman doing on her doorstep?

      She sinks to a crouch and takes some deep breaths, trying to let the waves of panic subside. Slowly, her breathing returns to normal, and she looks up to find Benny watching her with curiosity from the kitchen door. She holds her hand out and he trots towards her, nuzzles into her neck. It calms her instantly.

      Slowly she stands. Is Hannah still there? She creeps away and into the living room, trying to peer round the corner of the window without letting Hannah see her, but it’s impossible. Surely she won’t still be hanging around?

      This is like a nightmare.

      What does she want?

      After reading the subject of the email last night, at first Amy had refused to read the contents. But the words were already burnt on to her retina – Summer Carpenter – and in the end she’d had to know what it was about.

      Her whole body shook as she opened it, and as she read, nausea rose in her throat.

      
        
        Dear Amy

        I’m sorry to contact you out of the blue. My name is Hannah Hastings, and I present a popular true crime podcast called The Ugly Truth, where I investigate old crimes that were either unsolved, or suspicious. I don’t know whether you’ve heard of it?

        As I’m sure you’re aware, this June is the 20th anniversary of Summer Carpenter’s death, and I have decided to look into what happened. My research has helped me put together a list of people who knew Summer, and your name comes up frequently. From what you said in the press at the time I got the impression that you think someone knows more about your friend’s death, and that you would love as much as I would to finally have some answers.

        I wondered whether you might be willing to talk to me? Please think about it.

        Thank you so much for your time

        Best wishes

        Hannah Hastings.

      

      

      Remembering that email now, Amy feels sick all over again.

      She’s spent the last twenty years trying not to think about Summer. About that night. Because doing so was partly what had driven her mad in the first place.

      She won’t do it.

      She can’t.

      She peers round the window frame again and almost jumps out of her skin when a face appears on the other side of the glass. Shit! She leaps back but it’s too late, and Hannah is knocking on the door again, gentle, but insistent.

      Fuck.

      Her heart feels like it’s about to beat out of her chest. She presses her palm against it, closes her eyes. She can’t let this happen again.

      But Hannah clearly isn’t going to be fobbed off.

      Pulling her dressing gown tight around her, Amy lifts her chin and marches towards the door, Benny on her heels. Unlatching the chain, she opens the door fully.

      ‘I don’t want to speak to you.’

      ‘Please, Amy,’ Hannah says, stepping a little closer than Amy is comfortable with. Amy presses her hand against the door and closes it slightly. Hannah is no physical threat, but Amy is more frightened of her than she is of any mysterious stranger creeping around her house in the middle of the night.

      ‘No, sorry, I’m really not interested.’ She starts to push the door closed but Hannah is quicker than her, wedging her foot in the door like a cheap TV detective.

      ‘What on earth are you doing?’ Amy says, kicking at Hannah’s foot wildly.

      Hannah holds her hands in front of her, palms facing forward. Placatory.

      ‘Please, I only want to talk to you.’

      ‘I’ve already said I don’t want to talk to you.’

      ‘I really need your help. I’ve found something.’

      Amy freezes. Her voice seems to have deserted her and she stands gawping, goldfish-like, for a few seconds. Finally, curiosity gets the better of her and she steps back to let Hannah in.
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        * * *

      

      Amy plonks the cup of coffee onto the table so hard it almost breaks, droplets of brown liquid flying everywhere. Her hands shake as she takes a seat opposite Hannah, who’s watching her curiously.

      ‘I really am sorry for distressing you so much,’ Hannah says, taking a sip of her too-hot coffee and trying not to wince.

      ‘You said. And yet here we are.’

      Amy doesn’t mean to be rude. It’s not in her nature at all. But this is the one subject she can’t seem to control herself over.

      Hannah leans down and picks up her bag from the floor and pulls out her phone and a pad of paper. She flicks through some scribbled notes, seems to find what she’s looking for, and looks up again. Amy waits.

      ‘So, as I said in my email, I’m looking into Summer’s death.’

      Amy nods silently.

      ‘I know police closed the case, but when I started looking into it, it quickly became obvious that some things were overlooked.’ She shrugs. ‘That’s why I chose it.’ She looks up at Amy. ‘Have you ever listened to my podcast?’

      ‘No.’

      Hannah nods, unfazed. ‘No reason why you should have done. Basically, I trawl through old stories about crimes that were either never solved or were ruled as accidental or similar. When one strikes me as a good candidate for a potential story, I start researching it, and if I decide there’s enough to it, I run the story over several weeks and I reveal what I find out in real time, as I find it.’ She sniffs. ‘So I don’t always know whether there’s going to be a conclusion before I start, but people don’t seem to mind that. In fact, they like it.’

      ‘And you make a living from it?’

      Hannah fixes her with a stare. ‘I have more than two million subscribers. It’s one of the biggest true crime podcasts in the UK. And I’m good at what I do. So yes, I do.’

      Amy gives a small nod and stares at her cup.

      Her whole body thrums with tension. She doesn’t want this woman here, talking about this. And she really doesn’t want to know what Hannah might or might not have found, yet she knows it’s inevitable she’s about to. It feels like watching a car crash in slow motion – knowing exactly what’s going to happen, but being powerless to stop it.

      She looks up at Hannah. ‘I’ve spent the last twenty years trying not to think about that day,’ she says, her voice wobbly. She clears her throat. ‘I… I took myself away from it all then and I’ve never looked back. So I’m sure you understand that, when I say I can’t talk about it now, I mean it. Not for some podcast. Not for anything.’

      Hannah nods, leans forward. ‘And can I ask why?’

      ‘Why what?’

      ‘Why you took yourself away from it all? Why you were so determined never to talk about it again?’

      Amy doesn’t answer, so Hannah carries on, her voice gentler this time. ‘It’s because you agree with me, isn’t it? Because you do think someone out there knows more about Summer’s death than they’re letting on.’

      A roar fills Amy’s ears, a flash of memory sparking through her mind.

      Blue lights, mottled skin. An icy stare.

      ‘No!’ The word comes out more forcefully than she intended and she looks up to find Hannah watching her. She shakes her head slowly.

      ‘I don’t…’ She swallows.

      ‘Amy, can I ask, did you ever suspect that any of your friends might have had something to do with Summer’s death?’

      Amy shakes her head silently. Her friends, the people she’d loved so much. The people she’d cut out of her life twenty years ago.

      Can’t think about them. Mustn’t.

      But Hannah is reading something out loud now, an old newspaper report, and as much as Amy tries to block her words, she can still hear those names loud and clear, the names of the people she’s tried hard not to think about for so long, and they’re taking away all the air from her kitchen, making it hard to breathe.

      Olivia Clarke… Henry Campbell… Michael Lambert…

      ‘Stop!’ Amy pushes her chair back from the table and stands on shaking legs, her breath coming in gasps now.

      Hannah stands too, two rivals across the expanse of wood.

      ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you.’

      ‘I can’t talk about this… to you…’ Amy says. Her voice wobbles, in danger of cracking entirely.

      She turns and runs from the room, desperate to get away. She doesn’t care where she goes, and by the time she locks the bathroom door behind her and slumps onto the lid of the toilet, she feels like her whole body has deflated. She hangs her head between her knees and sucks in air, trying to calm her pulse, quieten the roaring in her ears.

      And slowly, her thoughts begin to settle, her focus returns, and she lifts her head.

      There’s a scrabbling at the door and she reaches over to let Benny in.

      ‘Is she still here, boy?’ she whispers into the soft spot behind his velvety ear. But unless Hannah has snuck out quietly, Amy is fairly certain she is still down there, waiting for her to come back and talk.

      She just needs a minute.

      She stands and walks to the sink and splashes water on her face. Her mind is racing, torn between wanting to close this whole thing down to protect herself, and wanting to find out exactly what Hannah thinks it is that she’s discovered.

      The trouble is, Amy has spent so long shutting this whole thing out that it’s become ingrained, a habit, to block out any intrusive thought that even strays towards thinking about Summer, and the year she knew her.

      But maybe it’s time. Maybe this is why she’s become so stuck in her life for so long – because she’s never really let herself move on from it.

      Perhaps it can’t do any harm to at least listen to the woman. Then she can decide what to do.
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        * * *

      

      Hannah is standing at the patio doors looking out at the garden with her back turned when Amy comes back into the room, Benny skittering on the wooden floor behind her. She turns slowly and smiles.

      ‘Your garden is lovely,’ she says.

      ‘Thank you.’

      Amy sits down at the table beside her now-cold cup of tea and waits while Hannah sits too.

      ‘Do you live here on your own?’

      Amy nods.

      Hannah gazes round appreciatively. ‘It’s amazing.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Hannah taps her pen against her notepad a couple of times and Amy wants to shout hurry up, just tell me but she waits. Finally, Hannah looks up, her eyes filled with concern.

      ‘Look, I’m sorry for barging in here like this. I didn’t think I would be opening such a can of worms for you, but clearly this is much harder than I imagined, and I apologise. But let me just say this. From everything I’ve read so far, I’m fairly certain there’s more to Summer’s death than what was officially reported, and I think lots of the people who were there that night believe the same.’ She pauses, as though wondering how to land the killer blow that will win Amy over. ‘Cold Case must have thought so too, because they re-opened the case seven years later.’

      Amy looks up. ‘What?’

      ‘Didn’t you know? I assumed they would have spoken to you.’

      ‘They didn’t.’

      ‘Strange,’ Hannah says. ‘But anyway, doesn’t it make you wonder what they’d found out, and why they thought it was worth investigating?’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘Surely if they’d found anything they would have made some arrests?’

      ‘I don’t know about that. But I will find out.’ She leans forward. ‘Listen, I don’t like to blow my own trumpet, but I’m good at what I do, Amy. I’ve had cases re-opened and people arrested.’ She smiles, shakes her head. ‘I’m not saying I’m better than the police, but I am thorough, and I don’t give up. Now, if what I suspect is right, then there is someone out there who killed your friend, and they’ve been running around believing they’ve got away with it for the last twenty years.

      ‘Of course the police are unlikely to ever open the case a third time – why would they, when it was ruled as an accident, twice, and when Summer wasn’t someone they deemed to be particularly important? I mean, a girl who’d run away from a commune and who lived her life drifting from place to place?’ She shakes her head. ‘That’s not the sort of case they’re bothered about. But I am. And I think we could really have something here.’

      Amy looks up sharply. ‘We?’

      Hannah nods and leans forward, elbows on the table. ‘If you agree to help me, it’ll be a lot more likely that we finally get some sort of justice for your friend.’

      ‘What sort of help?’

      ‘An interview for starters, going over everything you remember about Summer, and about the night of the party. And if you’re still in touch with any of the others then I’d⁠—’

      ‘No!’

      Hannah flinches, surprised. Amy shakes her head.

      ‘I don’t know them. I haven’t spoken to them for twenty years. I can’t help with that. I’m sorry.’

      Hannah doesn’t answer for a moment, and Benny walks over and watches her. She reaches her hand out and rubs his head and he leans into her traitorously.

      ‘Listen, I’m going to leave this with you,’ Hannah says, sliding a card across the table, her short nails painted black. ‘I’m hoping to record the first episode ready for next week and it would be amazing to have you on there, so please at least think about it?’

      Amy doesn’t respond but she picks up the card and puts it in her pocket. Hannah stands and gathers her things.

      ‘I’ll see myself out, but just think about it and let me know, okay?’

      She heads towards the door but just before she disappears, a thought occurs to Amy.

      ‘Wait!’

      Hannah stops, turns round.

      ‘Have you been here a while? In town, I mean?’

      ‘A couple of days. I’ve got an Airbnb a few miles away. Why?’

      Amy thinks about the figure she saw on the beach; the noises from the closed-up side of her house; Benny’s strange barking, and the weird, creeping feeling she’s been having recently. Could any of it have been Hannah?

      ‘Have you…’ She swallows. ‘Have you been to my house before?’

      Hannah narrows her eyes, then shakes her head. ‘No, why?’

      ‘It doesn’t matter. I just thought… It’s nothing.’

      Hannah pauses a second longer, then turns and leaves again. Seconds later, the door closes behind her, leaving Amy and Benny alone.
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          THEN

        

      

    

    
      
        
        18 September 2004

      

      

      The day was so hot the air felt like liquid. Amy, along with her friends and flatmates Olivia, Henry and Michael, stepped out of the cool of the supermarket into the cloying heat, her skin prickling, the air muffling her breath.

      ‘Fuck, I thought it was meant to be autumn? It’s hotter than the surface of the sun out here,’ Olivia moaned, pushing back a few strands of hair that had stuck to her pale skin.

      ‘Maybe if you didn’t insist on wearing black all the time you’d be a bit less of a sweaty minger,’ Michael said, jumping in front of her and wafting the folds of her floor-length skirt around.

      ‘Maybe if you didn’t wear such ridiculously small shorts your bollocks wouldn’t be in danger of dropping out the bottom of them every time you moved,’ Olivia retorted, pushing him away. Amy stifled a laugh.

      ‘Oh, the humanity,’ he cried, pressing the back of his hand against his forehead and sighing dramatically.

      ‘Twat,’ Olivia muttered, although Amy knew she didn’t really mean it. The pair of them pretended to bicker all the time but they loved each other really. They all did, to be honest; the four of them had been as thick as thieves from the very first moment they’d met in Freshers’ Week two years before.

      ‘Oh shut up you two,’ Henry said, tilting his face up to the sun as they set off across the car park towards where they’d left his battered Mini. Amy slouched along behind him, the handles of the carrier bags she was carrying digging into her skin. Henry slowed and she nearly crashed into the back of him.

      ‘What’s up, buttercup?’ he said, falling into line with her.

      ‘Nothing,’ Amy said.

      Henry said nothing but she knew he was just waiting for her to speak. And she also knew there was no point in pretending everything was fine, because Henry could read her like a book. She sighed. ‘I’ve got a training session in an hour and Paul’s refusing to cancel it even though I’ll probably die from heat exhaustion.’

      ‘He’s making you train in this? The man’s a psychopath.’

      Amy shrugged. ‘He reckons it’s good for me, makes me a better swimmer or something. And you know me, normally I agree with him, but today I just… can’t.’

      ‘Then come home with us and bunk off.’

      ‘Henry, don’t encourage her, she’s got a race on Sunday, you know she has.’ Olivia’s voice carried through the still air, annoyed.

      Henry rolled his eyes. ‘Yeah, and she trains every single bloody day, I’m sure one missed session won’t make any difference.’ He pulled Amy to him and planted a kiss on her head. He felt hot and slightly damp but she leaned into it anyway. ‘You’ll smash it whatever.’

      ‘Hmm.’ The truth was, Amy was more worried than usual about the upcoming race. Training had been tough these last few weeks, and this time she was going for a place in the 400 metres freestyle at the South of England regional championships. Her swim coach, Paul, had been pushing her hard, convinced she was going to do it, and she was terrified of letting him down. But in a heated pool in this weather? She felt a bit queasy even at the idea of it.

      ‘I’ll see.’

      ‘You’ll go. You always do,’ Olivia said, marching ahead and flipping up the car boot, dropping her bag of shopping inside. ‘And I’m sure if you ask nicely Henry will drop you off. Won’t you, H?’ Olivia turned but Henry wasn’t there. They all looked round, confused, to find Henry standing about twenty metres away, staring across the car park at a spot in the distance.

      ‘Alright, H?’ Michael shouted.

      Henry turned, then looked back at whatever had caught his eye.

      ‘Who’s that?’ he said, as he reached the car. They turned to see who he was looking at. Across the car park was a girl, a small slip of a thing, long blonde hair shining in the sun. She was perching on a metal barrier, smoking a cigarette, and the smoke curled round her head like tendrils. She seemed to be looking in their direction.

      ‘No idea. Why?’

      ‘I don’t know. She just looks – interesting,’ Henry said.

      ‘Christ on a bike, have you got the horn for some schoolgirl now?’ Olivia said, climbing into the back seat of the car huffily. Normally Amy would slide in beside her, but Henry was right: there was something mesmerising about the girl, and somehow Amy couldn’t tear her eyes away from her.

      They watched as the girl waggled her fingers in the air in some semblance of a wave, then pushed herself to standing and sauntered towards them. She’d looked small from a distance, but as she got closer it was obvious she was even tinier than they’d first thought. Her legs were tanned and skinny, her denim cut-off shorts almost indecently short. She wore scuffed brown boots, a strappy vest top and not much else. She looked absolutely glorious, and Amy didn’t even care that the three of them were standing staring at her as she approached.

      ‘Hello,’ she said, stopping in front of them. Her voice was surprisingly loud for someone so small.

      A few seconds passed and no one moved. Finally Henry stepped forward, his arm extended. The girl looked at his hand hovering in midair for a moment, then extended her own tiny arm which jangled with bangles, and shook it firmly. Her palm was damp as she held it against Henry’s for a few seconds longer than necessary. Eventually he moved his hand back down by his side.

      The girl took another drag from her cigarette then stubbed it out beneath the toe of her boot and smiled, her teeth white and slightly crooked.

      ‘I’m Summer,’ she said.

      ‘Hello, Summer.’ Amy rolled the name round over her tongue, testing it out. She enjoyed the feel of it. ‘I’m Amy,’ she said, holding her own hand out this time. Summer took it, and Amy liked the press of Summer’s tiny hand, the clatter of the bracelets as they slipped along her birdlike wrist.

      ‘And I’m Michael,’ Michael said, taking a step towards her.

      ‘Lovely to meet you all,’ Summer said. There was a slight twang to her voice but Amy couldn’t quite work out what it was. West Country, perhaps?

      ‘Are you lot getting in or what? I’m melting in here.’ A shout from inside the car made them all turn.

      ‘Yeah, dogs die in hot cars, you know,’ Michael said, grinning as he bent down and peered through the closed window at Olivia. She stuck her middle finger up at him.

      ‘We’re just talking to Summer,’ Henry said. ‘Why don’t you stop being stubborn and come and say hello too?’

      Olivia shook her head, tucked her hands under her thighs. ‘I’m good, thanks. It’s too hot.’

      Henry rolled his eyes and straightened up, turning to face Summer again.

      ‘Sorry about her, she’s got her period.’

      ‘Fuck off, Henry!’

      Summer smiled again. She had a small, battered suede bag slung across her shoulders, the tassels almost reaching her knees. Reaching into it, she pulled out a pack of Marlboro reds.

      ‘Want one?’

      ‘No thank you,’ Henry said.

      ‘I will,’ Amy said, plucking a cigarette from the packet and wedging it between her lips.

      ‘What on earth do you think you’re doing?’ Henry said, watching Amy as Summer held her lighter out, the embers glowing as it took hold. Amy held Henry’s gaze as she inhaled, her lungs burning, her head spinning, then opened her mouth and blew the smoke over his shoulder.

      ‘Having a fag; what does it look like?’ She took another inhalation and felt her lungs contract, a bark of a cough erupting.

      ‘But you don’t smoke. Ever.’ His eyes darkened and she looked away, back to Summer who was watching them with a strange look on her face.

      ‘It’s only one,’ Amy said. She was already regretting taking it, if she was honest; something in that moment had made her want to impress Summer, but she wasn’t about to admit any of that to Henry, or anyone else.

      Henry must have sensed that because he turned away from her back to Summer, who was picking varnish off her fingernails. They were dirty underneath, Amy noticed, a silver ring on each finger.

      ‘So, what are you doing hanging round here?’ Henry said.

      Summer shrugged. ‘Not much else to do.’ She hooked her thumb over her shoulder. ‘Although I thought I might go to the park if you fancy it?’

      Henry shook his head. ‘We’ve got to get our shopping back home and we’ve all got lectures later.’

      ‘And Amy’s got swimming training as well,’ Michael said pointedly, waggling his finger at the cigarette which Amy was now dangling from her fingers in the hope it would burn out quickly. She dropped it and stubbed it out beneath her trainers, the way she’d seen Summer do.

      ‘Yeah, well, I’ve already said it’s too hot,’ Amy said.

      ‘Anyway, the park would have been lovely, but… sorry…’ Henry trailed off.

      ‘Oh that’s a shame.’ Summer looked down at her feet, her hair falling in front of her face. No one moved for a moment. When Summer looked up her eyes were wide as though she was trying not to cry. She looked so inexplicably young and lost, Amy felt her heart clench.

      ‘Do you…’ Amy swallowed. ‘Do you have anywhere to go?’

      Summer shrugged and hitched her bag back onto her shoulder. ‘Sort of.’

      Amy didn’t know what made her do it, but all she knew was that she couldn’t let this girl disappear off alone and never see her again.

      ‘Why don’t you come back to ours for a bit? Have a drink and a cool down?’

      Summer’s eyes widened even more. ‘Do you mean it? I don’t want to be any trouble.’

      ‘It’s fine, honestly. It’s just a drink,’ Amy said, deliberately not looking at her flatmates.

      ‘Thank you so much,’ Summer said.

      ‘Great, that’s settled then.’ Amy turned and climbed in the back of the car beside Olivia.

      ‘Has the heat gone to your head?’ Olivia hissed as Amy squashed herself against Olivia’s damp thigh.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Her,’ she whispered, shooting daggers at Summer who was laughing at something Henry had said.

      ‘I’ve only invited her back for a drink,’ Amy said. ‘I don’t know what the problem is.’

      Olivia didn’t say anything more as Summer clambered in beside Amy, her slim, tanned leg pressing against hers as she turned to grab the seatbelt, but Amy hadn’t missed the look of pure fury on her friend’s face.
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        * * *

      

      ‘So, you’re a swimmer then?’ Summer was curled up in a beanbag in their living room, a can of cider in one hand, a cigarette in the other. She looked even more childlike now they were here in their rented house, and Amy was beginning to doubt the wisdom of inviting her back at all. It had felt a necessity in the overbearing heat of the car park, but now she wasn’t sure what had come over her.

      Not to mention that it had made Olivia absolutely furious.

      ‘Yes, I’ve swum all my life, but I do it competitively now,’ Amy replied. ‘For the university and the county.’

      ‘I’d love to be able to swim.’

      Amy raised her eyebrows, surprised. ‘You can’t swim?’

      Summer shook her head, her blonde hair tumbling around her shoulders. ‘Nope. Always been terrified of water.’

      ‘She has to keep super fit, don’t you, Ames,’ Michael said, raising his eyebrows at the can of cider in Amy’s hand.

      ‘Yep, most of the time.’

      Michael shook his head. ‘Honestly, do you think you should be drinking that when you’ve got training in a couple of hours?’

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ Amy said.

      Olivia rolled her eyes and sighed loudly. ‘Fuck’s sake.’

      ‘It’s fine, Liv, I swear. I won’t have any more after this until I get back, I promise, okay?’

      Olivia fixed her with a stare. ‘Do whatever you like. It’s your swimming career on the line, not mine.’

      Even though she knew her friends were right, anger flared through Amy. But before she could say anything, Summer stood up.

      ‘Could I use your loo?’

      ‘Up the stairs, first on the left,’ Michael said.

      No one spoke as Summer left the room, or as they heard her fairy-light steps on the stairs and the bathroom door close behind her. Then it was as though they let out a collective breath as they all started talking at once.

      ‘What the hell is wrong with you, why are you being so rude?’ Amy said, rounding on Olivia.

      ‘Me? You’re the one fawning over some girl you’ve only just met, smoking fags and drinking cider before a training session.’

      ‘I’m not fawning, I’m just having a bit of fun.’

      ‘If you say so.’

      Before Amy could reply, Henry spoke.

      ‘It is a bit weird, Ames,’ he said.

      Amy looked at him. ‘Not you too. What’s so weird about it?’

      He shrugged. ‘Inviting her back here. I mean, we know literally nothing about her.’

      ‘I didn’t know anything about you when I first met you, but now I do.’

      ‘That’s different and you know it.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘Because you just met this girl in a bloody car park!’ Olivia sounded like she was about to explode.

      Amy turned to Michael. ‘You get it, don’t you?’

      Michael shrugged. ‘I guess. I mean, she did seem quite vulnerable.’

      ‘See?’ Amy said.

      ‘But I wouldn’t have invited her back.’

      ‘I—’ Amy stopped, swigged the remnants of her drink and stood. ‘Forget it. She didn’t have anywhere else to go and I thought I was being nice, but I’ll tell her to go.’

      ‘Amy, sit down and stop being a twat.’ Henry grabbed her wrist as she passed. ‘Come on. It’s fine. She’s here. We’re all good. There’s no point falling out about it.’

      Amy paused for a moment, then sat back down on the tatty sofa, pulling her legs up behind her.

      ‘But Ames?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Don’t smoke any more, will you? It’s bloody stupid.’

      Amy sighed, defeated. ‘I know. I don’t know why I did, to be honest.’

      ‘It’s because you’re beguiled by her,’ Henry said, grinning.

      ‘Alright, Shakespeare,’ Michael laughed.

      ‘But why?’ Olivia said. ‘Why is everyone so bloody beguiled by her? She’s just a schoolkid.’

      ‘I just—’ But Amy stopped as they heard the bathroom door opening, then soft footsteps on the carpeted stairs. Summer reappeared and threw herself back into the beanbag then looked round at the silent group with mascara-smudged eyes.

      ‘Did I interrupt something?’

      ‘No, we were just wondering what to have for dinner,’ Henry said smoothly.

      ‘Oh.’ She picked her bag up and produced a packet of chewing gum, offered it round.

      ‘Thanks,’ Amy said, reaching over for one. Her fingers grazed Summer’s and she snatched her hand away, popping the chewing gum in her mouth.

      ‘Yeah, better cover up your fag breath before training or Paul will murder you,’ Olivia said, but there was less venom in her voice than before. Amy ignored her.

      ‘Summer, why don’t you stay for dinner?’ she said, turning away from the others so she didn’t have to see their reactions. ‘If you don’t have anywhere to be, that is?’

      Summer’s eyes opened wide, her lips parting. ‘Are you sure? I don’t want to get in the way.’

      ‘It’s fine, isn’t it?’ Amy said, daring her friends to argue with her.

      ‘Course,’ they all mumbled.

      Summer smiled. ‘Thank you. That’s really kind.’

      And that was the beginning of it all.
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        * * *

      

      ‘You stink of booze,’ Paul said, his arms folded, his face stern.

      ‘Sorry. I just had a small one and it was hours ago.’

      Paul didn’t reply, just stared at Amy until she looked away.

      ‘Amy, are you taking this seriously?’

      ‘Of course I am!’ She folded her arms too. ‘Come on, Paul, don’t go on about it. It was only one drink.’

      Paul shook his head. ‘You know you’ve only got a few days until this race?’

      ‘I know. And I’m ready.’

      ‘I disagree.’

      ‘But I’ve worked really hard. You know I have.’ A bead of sweat dripped down Amy’s neck and she swiped it away, hating that fact that her face was burning.

      Paul studied her a moment longer, then sighed. ‘Amy, are you okay? You seem… I don’t know. Distracted.’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      Paul made a sweeping gesture with his hand. ‘I mean this. You. You’re not… You don’t seem quite yourself. You’ve lost focus.’

      Amy tried not to think about how angry the others had been when she’d invited Summer for dinner and then left them there with her while she came to training. She tried not to think about Henry warning her to be careful, not to get carried away. To focus on what was important.

      Because they were wrong, all of them. She was focused. She was taking this seriously. God knows she’d given up enough of her childhood and teenage years to train, days on end when she was in the pool early in the morning and late at night while her friends partied and snogged and drank beer. She’d sacrificed so much to get here. She knew that. But sometimes, just sometimes, she got a little sick of being such a goody-bloody-two-shoes all the time. Sometimes, she just wanted to let her hair down and have a drink before training, or a fag if she fancied one.

      And although she couldn’t put her finger on exactly what had changed, from the moment she’d seen Summer in the supermarket car park, something about the girl had sparked a desire in Amy. A need. Not for Summer, but a desire to be like her. Despite how young Summer was, there was something free about her, something wild. And Amy wanted more of that. She wanted to stop caring what anybody else thought or wanted her to do for a while, and let her hair down and have some fun. She was twenty-one, for fuck’s sake, not fifty.

      She didn’t say any of this to Paul, of course. He was still watching her, waiting for her to say something. Anything.

      ‘Sorry, Paul. I’m fine. I’ve just had a weird day. But I’m focused. I am. I promise.’

      Paul waited a beat, then gave a small nod.

      ‘Okay then, let’s get going. Ten warm up lengths, then I think we’ll do some mental preparation for Sunday rather than too much actual swimming. It’s far too hot and we need you to conserve your energy.’

      ‘Yes sir,’ Amy said, pulling her goggles down over her eyes, diving in and feeling her spirits soar as her heart pumped and her arms and legs settled into a familiar rhythm, slicing through the water.

      She wouldn’t fuck this up. She couldn’t.

      She’d worked too hard.
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          NOW

        

      

    

    
      As usual, the rhythm settles Amy’s nerves and with every stroke she feels the tension ease a little more. While she’s swimming she can’t think about anything other than her heartbeat pounding in her ears and filling her lungs with air, and today, that suits her perfectly.

      During the winter she sticks to weekly swims in her local pool, but once the warmer weather comes she tries to get out into the sea at least once a week. It does her good to remind herself that, while her body might not have the power it once did, she hasn’t lost all her strength. It also helps her forget her problems and after the last couple of weeks she needs that more than ever.

      Finally, her arms begin to tire and she stops to check her watch, bobbing around on the waves. Forty minutes. She needs to get home and take Benny for a walk before work, so she begins pushing herself towards the shore, enjoying the burn in her arms and legs as she swims against the tide, then letting her body glide in on a wave. When she reaches the beach she wraps a towel round herself against the chill, then dresses quickly and jogs back to the car. It doesn’t take long to get home, where Benny greets her excitedly, tail circling furiously.

      ‘Okay, okay, we’ll go out in a minute,’ she promises, rubbing his ears as she slips her shoes off. ‘Let me just get a coffee.’

      She picks up a small pile of post from the doormat then walks into the kitchen, Benny hot on her heels.

      And now, finally, her mind turns to the events of the last couple of days, including Hannah’s visit. And, in particular, the podcaster’s words:

      Did you ever suspect that any of your friends might have had something to do with Summer’s death?

      She shakes her head and throws the post on the table and presses the double espresso button on the coffee machine. The loud whirring drowns out her thoughts for a moment, and she rubs her temple, the pounding that started a few days before not easing no matter how many painkillers she pops.

      She can’t think about this at the moment. It’s all too much. She’s spent the last twenty years keeping everything deliberately locked away: that year, that party. Herself.

      And she’s been happy. Sort of. Okay, her life has been lonely since she cut her friends out of it. And yes, she knows her mum is desperate for her to meet someone, settle down.

      But she’s better alone. It’s the only way she can keep the past at bay – by not letting anyone get too close.

      Except that, over these last few days since Hannah’s visit, her former friends have popped into her mind more and more often, seemingly determined to take up residence there.

      She thinks about the day they met, on the very first day of university, when they were thrown together in a flat share. It could have been a disaster, but the four of them hit it off instantly and stayed together in the house for the next three years, the best of friends despite their differences. She thinks of Olivia’s wide smile, her occasional spikiness, her generosity. She remembers Henry’s warm voice, how he was always the first one to notice when she was out of sorts, his belief in her. And Michael’s sensitive nature, his open-heartedness that saw him frequently heartbroken, but always smiling through it all.

      She missed them all for a long time, afterwards. Wondered how they were. What they were doing.

      But eventually, she stopped missing them. Stopped thinking about them.

      And she certainly doesn’t need them intruding into her life again now.

      She doesn’t need it at all.

      Which is why she’s decided not to speak to Hannah under any circumstances. She listened to her podcast the other night and it was as though she was listening to a story about other people. A cast of strangers. Not her oldest friends. Not her.

      And it’s best it stays that way.

      Besides, how much is a podcaster really going to find out that the police couldn’t? She’s fairly certain the whole thing will fizzle out, in the end.

      Coffee made, she lets Benny out into the garden, the cool breeze grazing her skin as she slides the patio doors open, then settles at the large wooden table and watches him running around, sniffing, his tail in the air.

      She and Benny are happy. He’s all she needs in her life right now.

      She takes a sip of coffee but it burns her tongue so she sets it aside and picks up the mail. As usual it’s just junk – leaflets advertising furniture sales, a free local magazine, a charity request for money. She’s about to put it to one side when a small white envelope slips out from the pile and slides across the table. It’s addressed to her, and the writing is small, untidy, almost childlike.

      She picks it up, studies it, but she can’t make out the postmark. The stamp has a little bit missing from the corner.

      Sliding her finger beneath the flap, she pulls it open, slips the letter out and unfolds it.

      It’s on a tatty piece of paper, frayed at the top where it’s been torn from a notepad, the writing just as small and spider-like as the writing on the envelope. She puts her glasses on and reads.

      She freezes. The paper flutters from her hands, caught in the breeze, dropping to the ground. She barely notices. The breath has left her body, and she can’t seem to fill her lungs.

      Her pulse thumps.

      Her palms sweat.

      She’s frozen.

      Then a bark from Benny brings her to her senses and she stands abruptly, the chair clattering to the floor behind her.

      ‘Here, Benny, come in,’ she says, her voice trembling. Benny looks up from where he’s barking at a flower then trots towards her. When he reaches the patio he stops, tail wagging, and she grabs his collar and drags him inside, locking the doors behind him.

      ‘Sorry, boy, it’s for your own good.’

      She collapses on the nearest chair and drops her head between her knees, letting her breath come back to her.

      The paper is on the floor by her foot and she bends down and picks it up between two fingers as though it will burn her. She smooths it out on her knee and studies the words again, tries to make sense of them.

      
        
        If you talk to Hannah, you’ll regret it.

        Beautiful dog you have there. You wouldn’t want something to happen to him, would you?

      

      

      That’s it. Nothing more.

      A threat.

      And just like that, the past has well and truly tumbled back into her life.
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        * * *

      

      She doesn’t know what to do. Benny needs a walk but how can she take him anywhere when someone has just threatened him? She just wants to lock herself away and stay where she can keep an eye on him.

      And yet even her own home doesn’t feel as safe as it usually does. Whoever has sent this knows where she lives and even though it wasn’t hand-delivered, it doesn’t mean they’re not somewhere close by. Watching her.

      She thinks again of the figure on the beach. The noises in her house.

      Maybe she isn’t being paranoid after all.

      Maybe she’s right to be scared.

      She feels a surge of anger too. This has all happened since Hannah started looking into Summer’s death. As far as Amy can see, before Hannah opened the can of worms, it had been safely closed away. No one had thought about it for years. Nobody was in danger.

      And yet now here it is again, exposed, leaving her vulnerable and scared all over again.

      She can’t let it happen.

      She won’t.

      Not again.

      She picks up Benny’s lead from the hook and slips her boots on. He wags his tail furiously, and she clips it on his collar and yanks open the door. At the threshold she hesitates a moment, but then takes a deep breath and steps outside.

      The sun is making a valiant attempt to break through the cloud, and a light breeze whips discarded blossom from next door’s magnolia tree into a frenzy at her feet. Amy turns left out of her gate, away from the secluded beach they usually go to and towards the town. She strides along, her body humming with tension, until she reaches the police station. They run up the steps and she pushes the door open. It’s warm in here away from the breeze and she marches towards the desk, behind which an impossibly young officer sits, watching her.

      ‘How can I help you, madam?’ the officer says.

      ‘I…’ Amy swallows and hands over the sheet of paper. Her hands are shaking. ‘I received this.’

      The officer takes the letter from her, studies it and hands it back. ‘I see. And what would you like to do about it?’

      ‘I, uh…’ Suddenly she feels stupid, as though she’s wasting their time. ‘I just… I wondered if I could report it?’

      ‘Of course, if you like,’ he says. ‘Could I just take some details?’

      ‘Yes, yes. Because it threatens my dog, you see, and it’s…’ She trails off. She came here under a steam of fury and fear, but now it’s subsided she feels ridiculous, like she’s making a huge fuss about nothing. She shoves the note back in her pocket, her face burning. ‘It doesn’t matter.’

      The officer looks up in surprise. ‘You don’t want to report it?’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘No. It’s fine. It’s probably nothing.’ Before the officer can say another word, Amy turns on her heel and leaves the station, heading out to the main town beach, her heart pounding.

      At the beach she lets Benny off the lead, but watches him like a hawk, her mind racing.

      Who could have sent this note? Who would be so desperate for her not to talk to Hannah that they would threaten her and her dog? And why do they think she knows anything anyway?

      She stops, suddenly, a thought hitting her.

      Does this mean Hannah is right, and there is more to Summer’s death than police said there was?

      Could whoever sent the note this morning know something more about it, and mistakenly believe she does too?

      Her mind whirs and she’s so distracted that she loses sight of Benny for a moment and her heart lurches.

      She spins round, her heart hammering, bile rising in her throat. Not again.

      She scans the beach, the shoreline, but his glossy brown coat is nowhere to be seen. She feels dizzy with fear.

      Keep it together, Amy. She remembers the deep-breathing exercises her swim coach Paul taught her all those years ago when she got nervous before a race, and she sucks in air deeply for four, out for six, in for four, out for six. Slowly, her vision starts to clear and her heart rate slows. And then, there Benny is, bounding towards her, a stick in his mouth, looking for all the world as though nothing has happened.

      Relief fills her, makes her weak.

      Her eyes dart across the sand, making sure nobody is watching her.

      But there’s no one.

      She’s safe. They’re safe.

      For now.
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        * * *

      

      She hurries home, locks the door behind her. Tears sting her eyes as she slips off her boots and coat and runs up to her office. This room usually calms her, but today everything is making her jittery, and as she sits at her desk she finds herself listening for the sound she heard the other day.

      But it’s all quiet.

      She has a couple of clients later this afternoon and needs to get her head sorted before then. But before that, she needs to read some of the newspaper reports from the time of Summer’s death. She needs to remind herself that, despite what Hannah thinks, there was nothing more to it than just a tragic accident.

      She’s about to type Summer’s name into Google when she notices a new email in her inbox and it makes her heart stop.

      It’s from a name she hasn’t heard for almost twenty years.

      Olivia Clarke.

      She stares at it for a moment, the letters swimming in front of her eyes. Maybe it’s another Olivia Clarke. It must be quite a common name.

      But she knows she’s kidding herself. And if there were any doubt whatsoever that it was her Olivia, the subject confirms it.

      
        
        Summer

      

      

      Amy’s hands are shaking so much she can barely hold the mouse, but she manages to guide it to the name and click it open. And as she reads, the colour drains from her face.

      
        
        Dear Amy

        I don’t know if you’ll get this email, but I don’t know what else to do. I’ve had a call from a podcaster called Hannah Hastings asking to talk about Summer. She says she’s spoken to you. Is this true?

        I’ve also had a letter and quite frankly I’m terrified.

        I know you don’t owe me anything, but I wondered if we could talk?

        Please email me back, or ring me on the number below.

        Thank you

        Olivia.
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      The rain is coming down in sheets as Amy cuts the engine, making it almost impossible to see outside the car once the windscreen wipers stop their frantic back and forth. She sits for a moment in the quiet and closes her eyes, letting her mind settle. It’s taken her almost ninety minutes to get to Cambridge this morning and her brain has been working overtime all the way, wondering what she’ll say when she arrives. She just needs a minute.

      ‘Right,’ she says out loud, smacking her hands against the steering wheel. ‘Let’s do this.’

      She climbs out, soaked through within seconds despite her raincoat, and opens the back door, unclipping Benny’s lead.

      Together they hurry along the road, heads down, until they reach number 34, a neat terrace in the middle of a row. The metal gate swings open with a squeak, and the front door is opened before they even reach it.

      ‘Quick, inside,’ a voice says, and Amy and Benny scurry through the door, the relief to be out of the rain instant. Water drips from them both, puddling onto the shiny wooden floorboards.

      ‘Oh sorry, your floor,’ Amy says, stepping back onto the mat.

      ‘Don’t worry. Here.’ A towel lands at her feet and Amy bends and swipes it around in circles.

      ‘That was meant for you, don’t worry about the floor.’ There’s a smile in the voice and for the first time Amy looks up to see a face she didn’t think she’d ever see again. She stands, the towel hanging limply from her hands. Rainwater drips from her hair into her eyes but she doesn’t wipe it away as she’s filled with unexpected emotion.

      ‘Hello, Olivia,’ she says.

      ‘Hello, Amy.’

      The two women stand facing each other for a moment, wordless. What is there to say after all this time? So much, yet so little.

      Olivia holds out her hand. ‘Give me that and I’ll get you a fresh one,’ she says, breaking the silence, and Amy gives Benny a quick rub down before handing it over.

      ‘I’m sorry, I hope you don’t mind me bringing Benny, I didn’t want to leave him, after… everything.’

      Olivia nods. ‘It’s fine. Follow me.’ She turns and walks along the hallway towards the back of the house, and Amy follows, Benny trotting along beside her, claws tapping rhythmically on the floor.

      At the back of the house the kitchen opens up into a living area with a small sofa in front of the patio doors, neat shelves of plates and cups, and a wooden table covered in paper and colouring pens. It’s these, and the gaming chair in the corner that strike Amy immediately, and she looks at Olivia.

      ‘You have children?’ she says.

      ‘One,’ Olivia says. ‘Connor. He’s twelve.’

      ‘Right.’ Amy doesn’t know what to say, what to do with this new information. It puts everything into a new light somehow, although she isn’t quite sure why. ‘Are you married?’

      Olivia gives a terse shake of her head. ‘No. Never have been. It was just a fling, you know. But he’s around. Carl. He’s a good dad.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘He has Connor half the time. It works round my job. I’m a pharmacist.’

      Amy nods. Of course, it makes sense given her pharmacy degree.

      Olivia moves into the kitchen area and fills the kettle with water, switches it on. ‘What can I get you? Tea? Coffee?’

      ‘Tea, please.’

      ‘Please, take a seat.’

      While Olivia bustles round the kitchen Amy sits, taking the opportunity to look round the room, trying to get a bit more of an idea of what her old friend’s life is like these days. The fact she has a child is a shock, although she’s not sure why. The fact Olivia never married somehow isn’t.

      This room is cosier than she would have imagined, a dresser filled with framed photos – mainly of a child who Amy assumes is Connor – as well as a few novels, a record player and a couple of dusty candles. The fridge is almost completely covered in leaflets, certificates, photos.

      She turns her attention to Olivia, bustling about in the kitchen. She looks so different – gone is the uniform of black, the hanks of badly dyed hair falling across her face, the dark eyeliner and clunky boots. In its place is this well-put-together woman, with a sharp fringed bob, bright red lipstick and a light tan, who looks a bit like someone she used to know.

      ‘Does your dog need anything?’

      Amy looks away as Olivia turns and places a mug of tea in front of her.

      ‘Just some water and a quick run in the garden if you don’t mind?’ she says.

      ‘Sure.’

      Olivia fills an old Tupperware box with water which Benny laps up greedily, then opens the patio doors and lets him slip outside. The rain has eased to a slow drizzle now and Benny runs straight to the back corner for a wee. Olivia sits opposite Amy, hands wrapped round a mug of coffee.

      ‘Thank you for coming, especially at such short notice. I didn’t know if you would.’

      ‘I was surprised to hear from you.’

      Olivia nods. Her hands are trembling, and she looks as though she might burst into tears at any moment. Amy waits.

      ‘What do you know about Hannah Hastings?’

      Amy is surprised by the question coming so soon, and looks up.

      ‘Not much. She came to see me and said she was looking into Summer’s death. She asked if she could interview me and I said no.’ She shrugs. ‘There’s not much else to tell you.’

      Olivia leans forward, her eyes wide. ‘Have you listened to her podcast?’

      Amy nods. ‘I listened to the last one, where she introduced the case. She didn’t seem to have anything new.’

      Olivia shakes her head. ‘But have you listened to it before this?’

      ‘No. Why?’

      Olivia lets out a sigh. ‘She’s a pretty big deal in the true crime world,’ she says.

      ‘A big deal?’

      Olivia nods. ‘I don’t know if you remember but I’ve always loved true crime stuff – books, TV shows, magazines. No idea why, must be the morbid side of me, I guess.’

      Amy smiles, a memory of the battered paperbacks Olivia used to leave round the house coming back to her now: A Killer in the Family; What Makes a Serial Killer; The Evil Mind. ‘I’d forgotten.’

      ‘Yeah. Well anyway. Even after everything that happened my interest didn’t wane. If anything it ramped up even more. Torturing myself, I guess.’ Olivia gives a wry smile, tucks a stray hair behind her ear. ‘These days I don’t have as much time, what with Connor and work. So I listen to a lot of podcasts, and Hannah Hastings is one of the big shots. She has a lot of listeners, and she’s bloody good.’

      ‘I see. So what does that mean?’

      ‘It means that if she’s interested in Summer’s story, then the chances are there’s something to be interested in. She properly throws herself into it. I think she even got kidnapped once.’

      ‘What?!’

      Olivia nods. ‘What I’m saying is that I don’t think I’ve ever known her to start a new case and not at least find something that hadn’t been found before.’

      ‘So you think…’

      ‘Hannah Hastings knows something. And it won’t be long until she’s got enough to take it back to the police.’

      Amy lets the words sink in for a minute.

      ‘So that’s what’s spooked you?’

      Olivia shakes her head. ‘Yes and no. It was the letter that tipped me over the edge.’

      She reaches out her hand and plucks an envelope from the top of a pile of papers. But just as she does a loud buzzing sound fills the room and they both jump. Olivia stands quickly, her face reddening.

      ‘I’ll just get that.’

      She seems flustered and Amy strains to hear as Olivia opens the door. Murmured voices, then the front door closes, and seconds later Olivia is back with someone else in tow. Amy twists round, and the breath leaves her body again. She stands, dizzy, hands pressed against the table.

      ‘Michael.’ The name is unfamiliar on her tongue and she swallows, her mouth suddenly dry.

      But before she can arrange her thoughts, Michael throws his arms wide, closes the gap between them and wraps her in a hug. She stands stiffly, a mannequin, as he pulls away.

      ‘Sorry, it must be a bit of a shock seeing me,’ he says. ‘I assumed Olivia would have told you I was coming.’

      ‘She didn’t.’

      She doesn’t mean to be rude, but this is another face she hasn’t seen for twenty years, and it’s a lot to take in. She feels like she’s been run over by a steamroller.

      ‘Sorry, Amy, I was going to tell you.’

      ‘It’s fine.’ Amy sits, her stomach doing somersaults.

      Michael pulls out a chair and sits down, looking round the room as he does so. He gives a low whistle. ‘Nice place, Livs,’ he says.

      ‘Thanks.’

      Olivia sits stiffly beside him and Amy watches them both. They’re the same as always, and yet different. It’s not just the twenty years of life that’s changed them, there’s something else. Something darker about Olivia. Michael’s blonde hair is bleached white and cut short, almost shaved, and he’s dressed smartly. But it’s more than the physical changes. He seems lighter, less worried. Happier, despite the circumstances that have apparently brought him here too.

      ‘I guess you’ve been contacted by Hannah Hastings as well then, have you?’ Amy says, not waiting for small talk.

      Michael’s gaze flits to Olivia and back to Amy, and he smiles nervously. He lays his hands flat on the table in front of him, palms down. She’s surprised to notice a manicure and a wedding ring, but doesn’t ask about either.

      ‘Yes. But there was also the note.’ His voice cracks and he leans down to pick up a bag from the floor. He pulls out a small white envelope, and as he places it on the table in front of Amy, Olivia does the same with hers. Amy’s heart stops.

      The writing. Small and spider-like. It’s exactly the same as the writing on the letter that was delivered to her house. She reaches down and takes out her letter, and places it next to the other two.

      ‘Houston, I think we have a problem,’ Michael says.

      ‘We do,’ Olivia says. ‘The question now is, what are we going to do about it?’

      There’s a moment of silence, during which a thought drops into Amy’s head.

      ‘Has anyone spoken to Henry?’

      ‘I have,’ Olivia says.

      ‘And? Has he had anything?’

      She nods sadly. ‘We all have, Amy.’

      The words settle for a moment, and Amy smooths down the creases of her letter with the palms of her hands.

      ‘My letter warned me not to speak to Hannah Hastings or I’d regret it, and then…’ Amy stops, her voice breaking. ‘They told me to watch out for Benny.’ Even saying the words out loud makes her feel sick and she glances out at the garden where Benny’s happily sniffing a hedge. ‘It’s why I couldn’t leave him at home today.’

      ‘Who’s Benny?’ Michael says, looking round. ‘You’ve got a child as well?’

      ‘My dog.’

      ‘Ah.’

      ‘What does yours say?’

      Olivia picks hers up next, unfolds it and reads, her voice trembling.

      
        
        If you talk to Hannah, you’ll regret it.

        And keep an eye on Connor. You wouldn’t want something to happen to him, would you?

      

      

      ‘Fuck, Olivia,’ Amy says. She feels sick.

      ‘I know. I can’t… I don’t know what…’ She bursts into tears, sobs wracking her body. Michael moves to comfort her, an arm round her shoulders, and she drops her head onto him, soaking his jumper.

      ‘He’s my world,’ she gulps through sobs. ‘I can’t let anything happen to him. And how does whoever is doing this even know his name? I swear to God if anyone so much as pulls a hair from his head I’ll be going down for murder, I—’ She stops abruptly, perhaps realising what she’s said.

      ‘Have you been to the police?’

      Olivia shakes her head. ‘Not yet. I was hoping…’ She trails off without finishing her sentence.

      ‘What about yours?’ Amy says, turning to Michael as Olivia pulls away from him. He picks the letter up and reads it.

      
        
        If you talk to Hannah, you’ll regret it.

        You wouldn’t want to get in trouble with your Head, would you?

      

      

      Amy looks up, confused. ‘What does it mean?’ she says.

      ‘I’m a drama teacher in a secondary school,’ he says.

      ‘Right. But what have you done that could get you into trouble?’

      Michael hesitates a moment. He’s gone very pale. Then he picks up the envelope again and pulls something else out and lays it on the table. It takes Amy a moment to work out what it is, but then she goes cold.

      ‘Is this what I think it is?’ she says, not wanting to look at him.

      ‘It’s meant to look like what you think it is. But it’s fake,’ Michael says. ‘It’s been doctored.’

      The room falls silent for a moment as the realisation of how serious this is sinks in for all of them.

      In the photo, Michael is standing very close to a young boy, no more than about fourteen. It looks as though Michael has his hand on the boy’s backside. Amy looks at Michael to see tears swimming in his eyes. He swipes one away and sniffs.

      ‘There was a school trip,’ he says, voice quivering. ‘I took the kids out for the day and this boy was there.’ He points at the photo. ‘But clearly this never happened. I’d never…’ He breaks off, choked. ‘The thing is, Ames, I’m…’ He swallows. ‘I’m gay. I… I only came out about ten years ago and now I’m married to a man, Neil. This person, whoever it is, obviously knows that, and that’s why they’ve chosen a boy for this photo.’

      ‘My God.’ Amy looks at the photo, up at Michael, and at Olivia. ‘What the hell are we going to do?’

      Olivia shrugs, Michael looks down at the table.

      ‘Does anyone know what Henry’s letter says?’ Amy says.

      ‘He wants to tell us himself,’ Olivia says. ‘He couldn’t come today but he’s going to call in about—’ she checks the clock ‘—five minutes.’

      ‘Right.’ Amy pulls the three letters and the terrible photo towards her and reads them again. The writing is the same, and the messages all start the same way. And each of them has been specifically targeted to them, designed to cause the most damage if they go against their wishes. It’s clever, she’ll give them that. But what do they want?

      She looks up.

      ‘What does this person think we know?’ she says.

      ‘I have no idea,’ Michael replies. ‘I certainly don’t know anything more than I told the police at the time. Which is sweet FA, by the way.’

      ‘Me neither,’ Olivia says. ‘I’ve tried not to think about it for the last twenty years so I probably know even less than I did back then.’

      ‘Me too.’ Amy rubs her face with her hand. ‘I guess we’ll just have to wait and see what Henry has to say. He was always the one with the good ideas.’

      ‘True.’ Michael smiles at the memory. ‘Remember when he set up revision club during our finals?’

      ‘God yes. If it wasn’t for him, I probably would have failed,’ Olivia says.

      ‘I definitely would,’ Michael agrees.

      Amy says nothing, and the others don’t either. Because that was the year that Amy went off the rails, obsessed with Summer, and none of them want to talk about that right now.

      Amy turns to Michael.

      ‘So, you’re gay then?’

      ‘Yep. I finally admitted what everyone else apparently had known forever.’

      Amy smiles. ‘I had my suspicions.’ She’s about to ask more when there’s a buzzing sound.

      ‘It’s Henry,’ Olivia says, and presses ‘answer’. Seconds later, Henry’s handsome face fills the screen of Olivia’s phone.

      ‘Hello, can you hear me?’ he says, in the same deep, well-spoken voice Amy remembers.

      ‘We can hear you, Henry. We’re all here,’ Olivia says, angling her phone so he can see everyone and propping it up against the fruit bowl.

      ‘Hi,’ Henry says, giving a little wave.

      He seems nervous, and Amy is surprised. Henry, with his beautiful dark eyes and hair, was always so confident, both in the way he looked and in himself. Not arrogant, but it was as though, even as a teenager, he was comfortable in his own skin, unlike everyone else at that age. Now, though, he seems anxious, on edge, and Amy wonders what’s happened to him over the last twenty years.

      ‘Sorry I couldn’t make it, I’ve got a big case starting in a couple of weeks so I needed to pop to the office today,’ Henry says.

      ‘Henry’s a partner in a law firm,’ Olivia says, like a proud parent. Amy feels a pang of irritation.

      ‘Okay, let’s get on with it then,’ she says, a bit too sharply.

      Henry clears his throat. ‘Olivia tells me you’ve all been contacted by the podcaster Hannah Hastings as well?’ Henry looks round the table and they all nod. ‘And er… she also mentioned that you might have received a letter as well… a kind of… threatening letter?’

      ‘Yes,’ Michael says. ‘We’re hoping you might know what to do about it.’

      ‘Why don’t you tell them what your letter says first,’ Olivia says.

      ‘Yes, of course.’ Henry plucks some glasses from the top pocket of his suit and puts them on, then carefully unfolds the paper and clears his throat as though he’s about to give a grand speech. ‘If you talk to Hannah you’ll regret it. You wouldn’t want someone to report you for sexual assault, would you?’

      Nobody speaks as he looks up and removes his glasses, rubbing his face in despair. ‘Honestly, I don’t know what to do. I mean, as Olivia says, I’m a partner in a law firm, so an allegation of sexual assault wouldn’t be great.’

      ‘But surely no one will believe it?’ Olivia says.

      Henry closes his eyes, then looks up again. ‘The thing is, I used to sleep around. Well, you know I did, back then. Only it didn’t stop, after university. I carried on for years. I…’ He swallows. ‘I’m getting married soon though, and this could destroy Sarah, my fiancée. But it’s even worse than that. I… I’m a defence lawyer. I specialise in defending women who have been victims of sexual abuse. So whether it’s true or not, by the time it’s been dragged through the press, the courts, whatever, that won’t matter. Because my reputation, my career, will be in tatters. And this person—’ he smacks the piece of paper angrily ‘—knows that.’

      Nobody speaks. What is there to say?

      Finally, Amy breaks the silence.

      ‘This person has been watching us,’ she says. ‘They know things about us, things that will get to us, scare us. They’ve even got pictures for God’s sake.’ She stands abruptly, paces to the patio door and watches Benny, who’s chosen a sheltered spot of the garden to have a snooze in. She turns back to the room. ‘Now we need to work out what the hell we’re going to do about it.’

      ‘Well, we definitely mustn’t speak to Hannah Hastings,’ Olivia says.

      ‘But that’s not enough, Liv, don’t you see?’ Henry says. ‘Hannah is going to do this with or without us, and you’re the one who said that if she takes on a case, it means she knows something. So we have to find out more about it, and see if we can work out who’s got something to lose if new information does come to light.’

      ‘So then it’s obvious, isn’t it?’ Michael says. ‘We have to go to the police.’

      ‘No!’ Amy and Henry chorus in unison.

      ‘Woah, okay.’ Michael holds his hands up. ‘But why not? I mean, these are pretty serious threats.’

      ‘We can’t involve the police, not yet,’ Amy says. ‘It’s just…’ She can’t explain it. She looks at each of her former friends and tries to imagine any of them doing this, sending these notes, but she can’t. Which means it’s more likely to be someone else, a third party they haven’t even thought of. And that makes it all the more dangerous, and the situation all the more volatile.

      ‘The police won’t do anything anyway with just a couple of letters,’ Henry says. ‘It’ll just be added to the bottom of a long list of priorities.’

      ‘Even though my son has been threatened?’ Olivia says.

      ‘Maybe. I just… I think maybe we should try something else first.’

      ‘Such as?’ Olivia’s voice is cold.

      ‘I’ve got some ideas,’ Henry says. ‘Let’s start by reading some of those old newspaper reports you found from the time of Summer’s death. We need to see if there’s anything or anyone mentioned that we didn’t know about. Then we can put together a list of suspects. People we might want to try and find out a bit more about.’

      ‘Fine. But I’m not waiting much longer,’ Olivia says. ‘If we don’t find out who this is soon, I’m calling the police myself.’
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        * * *

      

      Henry had to go back to work after that, but for the next couple of hours the other three trawl through old newspaper reports that Olivia had printed off before they arrived.

      ‘I thought it would be easier this way,’ she says, as she spreads them out on the table in front of them.

      There aren’t many, mostly just local news stories. It hadn’t been a huge story at the time – a drunk teenager of no fixed abode drowns at student party was enough for a few articles in the local press and a couple of shorter ones in the nationals, but it’s a reminder of how different things were back then, before every single thing got analysed by amateur sleuths online. Trial by social media wasn’t a thing twenty years before.

      As they read, Olivia writes down the few snippets that they agree might be useful, as well as people who were mentioned or interviewed at the time. By the time they’ve read everything they can find, the list of people of interest, and their motives (Olivia called it that, claiming that these people weren’t suspects, just people who might know something) is still quite short.

      Olivia Clarke – Hated Summer, thought she was ruining Amy’s life.

      Amy Stewart – Was obsessed with Summer (‘I was not!’) but Summer didn’t treat her very well.

      Michael Lambert – Was protective of Amy.

      Henry Campbell – Was sleeping with Summer, who was snogging anyone she could on the night of the party. Was also protective of Amy.

      Paul Murphy (Amy’s swim coach) (‘It won’t have been him!’ Amy said, but Olivia ignored her) – Cross with Summer for leading Amy astray.

      Professor Andrew Owens (‘I didn’t see him, what was he doing at a student party?’ Michael said. ‘Don’t you remember he was obsessed with Summer?’ Olivia said) – In love with Summer, which was unrequited.

      Summer’s friends from the commune (but they don’t know any of them).

      Apart from a couple of other students that none of them could even remember, that’s it. The extent of the list.

      ‘All this tells me is that there must be somebody else, somebody we haven’t even thought of, that’s involved in this,’ Michael says.

      ‘Unless it’s one of us.’ Amy and Michael stare at Olivia until she shrugs. ‘What? We don’t know each other that well any more. I’d say it’s too early to rule anyone out.’

      Amy stands, suddenly desperate to get out of there.

      ‘I’m taking Benny for a walk,’ she says.

      ‘Can we come?’ Michael says. ‘It’d be good to get some fresh air.’

      Amy’s heart sinks. She’d wanted some time to herself, to clear her head, think things through. But she nods anyway.

      ‘Sure.’

      She finds Benny’s lead in her bag and goes to the patio doors and calls him. He’s there within seconds, his tail wagging furiously.

      ‘Hello, beautiful boy,’ Michael says, crouching down and rubbing Benny’s head. Benny rolls over and lets Michael tickle his belly.

      ‘The worst guard dog in the world,’ Amy says, clipping his lead on.

      ‘I bet he’d protect you if you needed it,’ Michael says, standing.

      ‘I hope so.’

      As they walk, Amy wants to scream. It feels like they’ve been round and round in circles this afternoon but made very little progress. She’d hoped that knowing it was happening to the others might help her put it all in perspective, especially as they all have so much more to lose than she does. But the truth is, it’s only made her feel worse.

      Because this person means business. And if they carry out their threats, all their lives will be ruined.

      ‘I know you said not to, but I think we need to talk to Hannah Hastings, find out what she’s got,’ Amy says. Benny trots by her side. He’s desperate to run off the lead, but even here in Cambridge, miles from home, she’s wary.

      ‘No way,’ Michael says. ‘You read the notes. We can’t risk it.’

      ‘But as Olivia says, she’s clearly found something. If we can just find out what⁠—’

      ‘No!’ Olivia’s voice is loud and Amy whips her head round to look at her. ‘We can’t, Amy, don’t you get it? My son is in danger. I won’t let you.’

      Amy slumps, the fight seeping out of her like a leaky bottle. ‘You’re right. I’m sorry. I promise I won’t do anything rash.’ She turns to look at Michael. ‘Agreed?’

      ‘Agreed,’ Michael says.

      They walk in silence for a few moments, dodging cyclists, children and dogs, each lost in their own thoughts.

      ‘I think we should find the commune,’ Michael says.

      Both women turn to look at him. ‘But Summer hadn’t lived there for almost a year when she died, and she was adamant nobody from her old life knew where she was,’ Olivia says. ‘What good would it do to stir up the hornets’ nest over there?’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Michael said. ‘But I reckon Hannah Hastings has been there.’

      ‘He’s right,’ Amy says. ‘I bet she has.’

      Olivia sighs. ‘Okay, even assuming that’s true, how does that help us? None of us know where the commune even was.’

      ‘I might.’ Amy puffs out her cheeks.

      They both look at her.

      She can’t quite believe they’re even talking about this, let alone thinking of looking for it. The commune was something they’d all known existed in Summer’s past, but that none of them had ever really talked to her about or asked her any questions about. It always made Amy feel guilty that they’d shown so little interest in someone who was meant to be their friend. ‘I remember her telling me it was near Wales. On the border somewhere. She mentioned it being near a place called Oswestry.’ She stops. ‘That’s it.’

      ‘It can’t be that hard to find a commune near Oswestry, can it?’ Michael says.

      ‘Assuming it’s still there,’ Olivia says, shrugging.

      ‘Well, it’s got to at least be worth a try.’

      ‘Except I don’t imagine many communes have websites,’ Michael says. ‘I think it’s kind of the point. I don’t think it’s going to be as easy as that.’

      ‘Well, there’s only one way to find out, isn’t there? Let’s go back to mine.’
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        * * *

      

      Despite needing the air, Amy is relieved to get Benny back into the safety of Olivia’s house. He curls up in the corner of the kitchen as they settle back round the table with Olivia’s laptop, their notes and a cup of tea each.

      ‘Right, we’ve got about an hour before Carl gets back with Connor,’ Olivia says. ‘Let’s see what we can find out.’

      They spend the next forty minutes trawling the internet for references to a commune anywhere near the Welsh border. There’s one a few miles away, mentioned in newspaper reports, which looks promising.

      ‘I think we should go and check it out,’ Olivia says.

      ‘I’ll go.’ The words are out of Amy’s mouth before she’s given them any thought, and she regrets it immediately. What is she doing? She’s spent the last twenty years trying to suppress all memories of her friend who died, of the guilt she’d felt ever since she saw Summer’s body being pulled from the lake. And she’s mostly succeeded.

      And yet now here it is, crashing back into her life, and she appears to be letting it.

      ‘I’ll come with you,’ Michael says.

      ‘Are you sure? Don’t you have to teach?’

      ‘I could go next weekend?’

      Amy massages her temples, which are starting to ache. ‘I think I should go sooner than that. That’s a whole week away and I’m not sure my nerves could take another week of waiting to see if things escalate. We’ve got to nip this in the bud now.’

      ‘I could see if Carl could have Connor, or we could ask Henry to go?’

      ‘Let’s do that.’

      Olivia taps out a text, and Amy wonders whether she’s had his number for a while or if he’s only just given it to her. She doesn’t ask. A reply flashes up.

      ‘He’s in,’ Olivia says. ‘Says he can go Tuesday if that works?’

      ‘I thought he had a big trial coming up?’

      Olivia shrugs. ‘He says it’s okay.’

      Amy has clients all week but she can juggle things around. This feels too important to put off. She nods.

      She’s about to stand, say she needs to get home, when there’s a clatter at the front door. Seconds later a boy walks into the room and stops in the doorway, looking from one to the other of them.

      ‘Hello, darling,’ Olivia says, standing and placing her hand on his shoulder. ‘These are my friends, Michael and Amy.’ She turns back to them. ‘And this is my son, Connor.’

      ‘Hello,’ Connor says, quietly.

      ‘Hi, Connor,’ they both say, giving small waves.

      A man appears behind Connor, a shadow in the dark hallway.

      ‘What’s all this then?’ he says, a twang to his voice. When he steps into the room Amy sees that he’s smiling.

      ‘These are my friends from university, Michael and Amy,’ Olivia says. Amy can hear the nerves in her voice and isn’t surprised to see a flash of surprise cross Carl’s face. She’s sure he hasn’t heard good things about them over the years, if he’s even heard anything at all. Perhaps, like her, Olivia doesn’t talk about her university days with anyone, even the man she has a child with.

      Amy stands and holds her hand out. ‘Nice to meet you,’ she says. Carl presses his palm against hers. It’s warm and callused.

      ‘You too.’

      Michael does the same, and they all sit again. Carl starts moving round the kitchen, switching on the oven, making a glass of squash for Connor. He seems at home, and Amy must look surprised because Olivia feels the need to explain.

      ‘Carl used to live with me, when Connor was really young,’ she says. ‘It didn’t work out, but he comes and goes here as he pleases, don’t you Carl?’

      Carl looks over his shoulder. ‘Sure do.’ He pulls a plate from a cupboard and opens the freezer. Amy studies him, the ease with which he fills the space, and wonders how they make it work. Olivia said they didn’t work out, but how can she be so casual about him being here when they’re not together? Amy knows she wouldn’t like it, but then again, she and Olivia are very different. Always were.

      ‘Mum, there’s a dog over there,’ Connor says, excitement in his voice.

      ‘Oh, yes, that’s Benny,’ Amy says.

      Benny looks up at the mention of his name, hopeful for biscuits. She watches as Connor bends down to stroke his head, Benny lapping up the attention as usual. Connor is half-facing away but she can still see the similarity between him and his mum; the curve of his cheek, the long dark eyelashes that she was always jealous of. She can see Carl in him too, at least at first glance.

      ‘I think he likes you,’ she says to Connor, and he turns to her and smiles.

      ‘Do you think?’

      ‘Definitely.’

      ‘God, don’t,’ Olivia says, smiling. ‘He’s been on at me to get a dog for ages, but I haven’t given in yet.’

      ‘Dad will though,’ Connor says.

      Olivia raises her eyebrows. ‘Will he now?’

      Carl grins lazily. ‘I haven’t exactly said that,’ he says, and Amy tries to place the twang in his accent, something familiar catching, but it’s gone.

      ‘You did!’ Connor says, aggrieved. ‘You said maybe we could get one when you moved into your new place and you have now.’

      ‘And there’s the word you’re missing,’ Carl says, ruffling his son’s hair as he passes to get his drink. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘Perhaps now isn’t the time to discuss this,’ Olivia says, and Amy can see she looks uncomfortable.

      ‘Sorry, Liv,’ Carl says easily. ‘Want me to get out of here so you can carry on doing… this?’ He waves his hand expansively over the table where their notes sit.

      ‘No, it’s okay. We’re mainly done, I think. Right?’ She looks round and Amy and Michael nod.

      ‘What is it you’re doing anyway?’ Carl says, leaning over the table and peering at the scraps of paper. His eyes catch on the three almost-identical hand-written letters, and he raises his eyebrows. ‘What are these?’ he says, reaching for them. But Olivia is quicker, snatching them up before he can see them.

      Carl pulls his hand back, confused.

      ‘Sorry, it’s just… they’re not mine,’ Olivia says. ‘They belong to these two.’

      Carl studies them for a split second, then nods.

      ‘Fair enough. Apologies for poking my nose in.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ Michael says easily. He takes his letter from Olivia’s hand and shoves it in his rucksack. Amy does the same with hers and stands.

      ‘Sorry, guys, but I should really get going.’

      Olivia stands too, facing her across the table.

      ‘Thanks for coming. I’m glad you did.’

      ‘Me too,’ Amy says, and is surprised to find she means it. ‘Come on, boy,’ she says. Benny trots towards her and she clips his lead on, picks up her bag. ‘I’ll let you know the plan for Tuesday and keep you posted.’

      And then she gives them both a brief hug and leaves, her mind whirring with memories from the past.

      As she climbs in the car her phone buzzes. She glances down.

      
        
          
            
              
        Sorry about that. I haven’t told Carl about the letters. Didn’t want to worry him. Safe journey. Olivia.
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      A hammering at the door woke Amy. She waited to see if someone else would answer it, but when it became clear no one was going to, she hauled herself out of bed and ran down the stairs, bleary-eyed. Coach Paul was standing on the doorstep, a furious look on his face.

      ‘Wha…?’ she said, her tongue fuzzy, the word muffled. Ugh, she felt terrible.

      Paul looked her up and down with disdain.

      ‘I guess you’re not coming then?’ he said.

      The words reached Amy’s brain, but she couldn’t quite unscramble the meaning. She rubbed her eyes. They were scratchy and dry and she blinked several times.

      ‘Sorry, I…’ she started, but her tongue was too parched to speak. She slumped against the door frame. ‘I haven’t really woken up yet.’

      ‘Clearly.’ Paul moved so close to her that she could feel his breath on her lips. ‘You’re hungover as hell, aren’t you?’ he spat. She pulled back slightly, about to deny it, but he hadn’t finished yet. ‘I don’t know why you’re doing this, Amy, but I am not about to waste any more of my time helping someone who has clearly given up.’

      Amy took a step back just as Henry appeared behind her.

      ‘Everything okay, Ames?’ he said.

      ‘Coach Paul is cross with me,’ Amy muttered. She was cold now, standing in the spring air in just a pair of short pyjamas. She shivered.

      ‘Amy had a training session at nine o’clock this morning.’ Paul checked his watch. ‘It’s now 10.33 and she’s standing here still drunk, or high, or whatever, looking like death warmed up.’ Paul crossed his arms.

      ‘Is this true, Amy?’ Henry said, pressing his hands against her upper arms.

      ‘I…’ She stared at her toes. The blue varnish Summer had painted on them a few days ago was beginning to chip off. She curled them under. ‘I think so.’

      Henry led Amy back into the house. ‘Go and sit in the living room. I’ll be there in a minute.’

      She did as she was told, too hungover to do anything else. Henry stepped back outside but she could still just make out their voices.

      ‘I don’t know what the hell is going on with her, Henry,’ Paul said. His voice was less angry now, more sad.

      ‘I know. Let me talk to her.’

      ‘I’ve tried. Endlessly. She’s such a talented swimmer. I don’t know why she’s on this self-destructive streak, but if she doesn’t pull her finger out soon it’s all going to be too late.’

      ‘I promise I’ll talk to her, okay? But I think it’s safe to say she won’t be there today.’

      ‘No, obviously not.’

      There was a pause, then a squeak as Paul must have pushed open the rusted gate. His words were hard to make out from there, so Amy got up and walked through to the backyard where Summer was curled in a tatty plastic chair, a scruffy tartan blanket wrapped round her shoulders. Amy dropped into the chair opposite her and tucked her legs up.

      ‘Hey,’ Amy said, and Summer gave a small smile. ‘I feel like death.’

      Summer didn’t reply and Amy was just about to ask her what was wrong when Henry’s voice made them both turn.

      ‘Heeeey!’ Summer said, her face lighting up as she turned to smile at him. He planted a kiss on the top of her head.

      ‘Hey, you,’ he said, and Amy turned away as Summer raised her face for a proper kiss, pulling Henry’s head towards her. She busied herself lighting a cigarette, sucking the air in and puffing out into the cool air.

      Henry wiped dirt off another plastic chair and sat. Summer reached for his hand and curled her fingers through his. Their hands hung between them, entwined.

      Henry leaned forward.

      ‘Amy, I know you’re having fun, but you promised you wouldn’t let it interfere with your swimming. You’ve worked so hard for this, and you’re in danger of throwing it all away.’

      Amy took another drag on her cigarette. She didn’t want to admit that she still didn’t really enjoy it, that the feeling of the smoke burning her lungs made her feel sick, made her worry about what permanent damage she was doing to both her health and her future career. But the truth was, over these last few months, since Summer had come into their lives, she’d been having more fun than she’d ever had in her life – and she wasn’t sure she wanted to give it up just yet.

      ‘I know.’ She looked up. Her head pounded. She really needed water. ‘But I honestly don’t know if I care.’

      Henry pulled his hand away from Summer’s and took hold of Amy’s. ‘You don’t mean that. It’s what you’ve always wanted.’

      ‘Oh come on, H,’ Summer said, leaping up from her chair. ‘Amy’s always been a goody-two-shoes. Maybe she just wants to have a bit of fun for a while.’

      ‘I’m not a goody-two-shoes,’ Amy said, but nobody was listening. She took another drag on her cigarette, swallowing the bile down with it.

      ‘That’s just it though, Summer. Amy isn’t like you. Her swimming actually means something to her. Her dreams do.’

      Summer stuck her bottom lip out. ‘I thought you loved me, H?’ she said, her voice low, wheedling.

      Amy rolled her eyes. She loved Summer but she wasn’t keen on the lost-little-girl act. Henry fell for it every time – and Summer knew it. It hadn’t taken Summer long to get her claws into Henry, and within a couple of weeks she was sleeping with him most nights. She also knew that Summer wasn’t being entirely faithful to her friend though, and she was terrified he was going to end up hurt.

      ‘I do love you,’ Henry said. ‘But I love Amy too, and I’m worried about her.’

      He turned back to Amy. ‘Do you want to talk about it?’

      Amy looked at him, her eyes bleary. Sleep gathered in the corners of her eyes and there were dark circles underneath them. She shrugged.

      ‘There’s not much to say. I’m only twenty-one and I feel like I’ve been a good girl my whole life. I like swimming but it’s not the be all and end all.’ She took another drag, blowing the smoke into the cold air. A gust of wind slipped under her blanket and she shivered. ‘I just want to have some fun for a while.’

      ‘Nobody’s saying you can’t have fun. But if you give this up you’ll regret it. You’ve worked too hard for it.’

      ‘Oh give it a rest, H.’ Summer stood, wrapping her arms round her tiny body. She was pale, dark smudges of mascara under her eyes. ‘If you’re just going to lecture her, I’m going inside.’

      They watched as Summer picked her way across the broken paving slabs and through the back door, closing it behind her. Then Henry turned back to Amy.

      ‘This isn’t you, Ames,’ Henry said.

      Amy looked at him. ‘What isn’t me?’

      ‘This…’ He waved his hand up and down in front of Amy. ‘Taking drugs, smoking, drinking too much.’

      ‘Maybe I want it to be me.’

      Henry shook his head. ‘I don’t think Summer’s a good influence on you, you know.’

      ‘She’s your girlfriend.’ Amy stubbed the cigarette out on the floor with the toe of her Ugg boot.

      ‘She’s not my girlfriend. We’re just… sleeping together.’

      ‘But she would be if she’d let you.’

      Henry stared at the ground, considering. ‘I’m not sure she would. Anyway, that’s irrelevant. She’s made it clear she doesn’t want that. But this is about you, not me. I don’t want you to throw everything away for… her.’

      Amy swung her legs round, planted them on the floor. ‘Henry, let’s not do this again. I’ll apologise to Paul later, I promise. And I’ll get to training for the rest of the week. But I’m also going to tell him I need a break. I just need time to be myself.’

      ‘Get high with Summer, you mean.’

      Amy watched him. ‘It doesn’t matter what I mean.’
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        * * *

      

      The doors of the lecture room swung shut behind them and they sprinted away from the building and towards the doors of the Union, their feet slapping on the wet ground.

      ‘Fuck me, that was boring,’ Summer said, her breath coming in long, laborious gasps.

      ‘You don’t even have to be there, you weirdo,’ Amy said, laughing. ‘God knows why you bother.’

      Summer shrugged, suddenly serious. ‘I told you, it’s good for me,’ she said. ‘I’ve never had a proper education. I want to learn stuff.’

      ‘Fair enough. But you’ve chosen the most boring lecture on the planet to gatecrash.’

      Summer grinned. ‘Oh I don’t know. I think Prof Owens is hot.’

      Amy’s eyes widened. ‘Ewww. He’s ancient!’

      ‘He’s not that old.’ Summer grabbed Amy’s arm. ‘Let’s get a drink.’

      ‘I’m meant to be swimming later.’

      Summer stuck her bottom lip out. ‘I thought you’d given all that up.’

      Amy shuffled uncomfortably. ‘Well, not completely. I mean, I’m not competing as much, but I still like to train.’

      Summer folded her arms across her chest. ‘You can’t abandon me.’ She looked round the bar, where groups of people sat chatting and drinking. ‘I don’t know anyone else here.’

      ‘You could just come back to the house with me, have a drink there while I swim?’

      ‘But I want to stay here. Please? Just one drink?’

      Amy knew she shouldn’t. She knew she should stick to her guns and go home, go to her training session. But she also hated saying no to Summer. Plus, she liked being the centre of Summer’s attention. It made her feel special. Important.

      ‘Fine. But don’t tell Olivia.’

      ‘As if I’d tell that cow anything.’

      As they made their way to the bar, Amy felt a pang of guilt at not picking Summer up for speaking about Olivia like that. But to be honest, Olivia was getting on her nerves for the way she behaved around Summer these days. It had been six months now since Summer had come into their lives, and at first, Amy had understood why Olivia felt pissed off – Summer had disrupted their dynamic, the four of them, for a start. Summer and Henry sleeping together had rocked the boat even more. But Amy felt things had settled recently. Summer was more or less living with them, unofficially, now. She cooked and cleaned for them most days. And okay, she didn’t contribute financially because she never had any money, and she could be a bad influence if they let her – like today. But while Michael and Henry liked having Summer around as much as Amy did, Olivia was still rude to her.

      ‘I just don’t like what she’s done to you, Ames,’ was Olivia’s excuse.

      ‘You sound like a stuck record,’ Amy told her.

      ‘I don’t trust her as far as I can throw her either.’

      Amy didn’t reply to that because she wasn’t about to admit that she didn’t entirely trust Summer either.

      Besides, Amy suspected there was more to Olivia’s antagonism than that. She suspected Olivia was jealous. Jealous of Summer, because everyone seemed to flock to her while Olivia could be prickly and difficult to get to know. And jealous of Amy’s friendship with her too, because it squeezed Olivia out.

      ‘Amy?’ The press of Summer’s hand on her arm brought Amy back to the moment.

      ‘Sorry, what?’

      ‘I’ve ordered two pints of cider. Can you pay?’

      Amy glanced at the bar where the drinks were already sitting. ‘Oh, right. Yeah.’

      She handed over a tenner and tried not to mind that Summer had ordered without asking her what she wanted, and assumed she would pay. She always paid – or at least, someone else did. Summer seemed to get through life without any money and barely any possessions and, while it was appealing in some ways, it could also get a little tiresome when she spent money Amy didn’t have.

      Amy took her change and shoved it in her bag and they took their drinks over to a free table in the corner of the bar.

      ‘It’s so loud in here,’ Summer said, throwing her bag over the back of the chair and slumping into it.

      Amy tried not to notice the looks Summer was getting from the boys nearby. Summer always attracted attention wherever she went. It was hardly surprising – she looked ethereal, otherworldly, in her floaty dresses and with her childlike body and delicate features. But sometimes she made Amy feel clumpy and awkward, and deeply unattractive.

      Summer didn’t seem to care, or even notice.

      ‘So, what do you make of the prof then?’

      Amy frowned. ‘The prof?’

      Summer took a gulp of her cider and wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. ‘Professor Owens. Call me Andrew.’ She grinned.

      ‘Oh God, not this again,’ Amy groaned.

      ‘Yes, this again. Those dark, smouldering eyes, that arse in his tight trousers. Don’t tell me you hadn’t noticed how hot he is.’

      Amy felt herself flush. Her psychology lecturer Professor Owens was only in his early thirties and had a look of George Clooney, if you squinted. There probably wasn’t a single student in his lessons that hadn’t checked him out – including the boys. But there was no way Amy was admitting that to Summer, because if Summer knew she fancied him she’d only flirt with him. Amy knew Summer didn’t mean any harm by it, but she just couldn’t seem to help herself.

      ‘Not really,’ Amy said, turning away before Summer could say any more.

      The bass of the music pulsed through her – ‘Take Me Out’ by Franz Ferdinand. Before she met Summer, Amy had only ever come to the student union in the evenings and even then she often didn’t drink because she had training and liked to be on her best form. Now, she was here all the time drinking cheap pints and dancing until the early hours.

      She felt a pang of guilt at what she would tell coach Paul later. He was already upset with her for cutting back on her training. What would he do when she turned up smelling of cider again?

      She pushed her pint away, and sat back. ‘Actually, I think I might go soon,’ she said.

      Summer’s eyes widened and she stuck out her bottom lip.

      ‘But we’ve only just got here.’

      ‘I know. But I really do need to get to the pool.’

      ‘Oh.’ Summer twirled her pint round on the table. ‘Okay.’

      She looked so sad Amy couldn’t bear it.

      ‘Although I guess I could stay a little longer.’

      Summer’s eyes lit up. She pressed her hand on Amy’s forearm. Her skin was cool. ‘Really?’

      Amy shrugged. ‘A bit, yeah.’

      ‘Thank you, you’re the best,’ Summer said, wrapping her arms round her. ‘I promise you won’t regret it.’

      Amy already knew she probably would, but didn’t say so. She loved swimming but she also loved spending time with Summer. There was something about her that just drew Amy in, no matter how much she tried to resist. And she knew Summer felt the same about her. They’d spent hours talking, just the two of them, over the last few months, often late into the night. Amy had told her all about the long, punishing hours of training she’d endured throughout her childhood, how she’d always felt like she was missing out on something more exciting, but how she’d done it for her mum. It had been just the two of them for so long since Amy’s dad had walked out when Amy was eight years old that she didn’t want to let her mum down. She’d also told Summer about past boyfriends, and how she never really felt confident with men.

      ‘You just need to care less, the way men do,’ Summer had said, although Amy wasn’t convinced every man was like that – Henry included. In turn, Summer had told Amy snippets of information about her life: the tedium of growing up in a commune, where day to day life was just doing chores, cooking food and having school lessons. ‘People always think it sounds quirky or interesting, but it really wasn’t,’ Summer admitted. Amy felt sure there was more to discover but she was biding her time, waiting for Summer to be ready to tell her what had brought her all the way to Norfolk alone after a lifetime of being surrounded by the same people.

      ‘Want one?’ Amy’s thoughts were interrupted by Summer’s voice. She was holding out a packet of cigarettes. Not for the first time Amy wondered how Summer could afford cigarettes all the time when she couldn’t even afford to buy toilet roll for the house she lived in for free.

      ‘No, I’m good, thanks.’

      Summer took one and lit up, the flare of the flame making her face glow. She sucked in her cheeks and blew out a long stream of smoke. Amy watched, mesmerised. She’d never seen anyone make smoking look so sexual before.

      ‘So, tell me, are you ready for your final exams?’ Summer said, leaning her elbows onto the table.

      Amy shrugged. ‘Sort of.’

      ‘I kind of wish I was doing them.’

      Like everything else with Summer, she wasn’t officially meant to be in lectures. Amy often wondered how she got away with just turning up to random classes with her or Henry, but the lecturers were either oblivious, or they turned a blind eye. Amy suspected the latter was the most likely. Summer could convince most people to agree to anything, somehow. Amy wondered how she did it, wished she could charm people into doing her bidding for her the way Summer could. It was like watching a magician at work.

      ‘Well, just think yourself lucky you’re not. I’m not even sure I’m going to pass.’

      ‘You’ll be fine. You know you will. You work hard.’

      ‘Hmm. Maybe.’ Amy knew she could work much harder – knew she used to, in fact. Before she met Summer. She just couldn’t bring herself to care.

      She was about to say something else when Summer gasped. ‘Oh my God!’

      ‘What?’ Amy looked round but couldn’t see what Summer was looking at.

      ‘Over there,’ Summer hissed, nodding her head towards the bar.

      Amy looked across. It took her a moment to work out who the figure at the bar was looking in their direction, but when she did, her heart stopped.

      ‘Is that Professor Owens?’ she said.

      ‘Andrew, do you mean?’ Summer said, as the psychology professor turned away.

      ‘What the hell is he doing here?’

      ‘I don’t know but I’m going to find out.’ She leapt up, and before Amy could say anything else she left, sashaying across the room, her hips swaying beneath her short skirt, her blonde hair bouncing, all eyes on her.

      Amy gripped her pint tightly as she watched Summer approach the bar. Professor Owens turned towards her, his face lighting up. Summer leaned into him, her hands fluttering around, touching his arm, his sleeve, his fingers. Every now and then he glanced round as if to make sure no one was watching.

      Come back, Summer, Amy whispered under her breath.

      Finally, Summer turned away from the bar and pointed in her direction. Professor Owens peered across the room and gave a small smile, then the two of them began walking towards her. Oh Jesus, what was Summer doing?

      By the time they reached her, Amy was gripping her pint so tightly her knuckles had turned white.

      ‘Hello, Amy,’ Professor Owens – Andrew – said, smiling nervously.

      ‘Hi,’ Amy mumbled.

      ‘I was just telling Andrew how much we both enjoyed his lecture today, wasn’t I, Andrew?’ Summer said, her fingers brushing his arm again.

      Amy wanted to roll her eyes. If she had said that, called him Andrew, it would have sounded cringey. How did Summer get away with it?

      ‘Well, thank you,’ he said, smiling encouragingly. ‘It’s always nice to know. I hope you enjoyed it too, Amy?’

      ‘Yes, of course,’ she said, taking a gulp of her pint, and another. From the corner of her eye she was sure she could see other people watching them, no doubt wondering why they were talking to one of the professors. Surely he could feel eyes on them too? Although maybe, in his plain black jumper and jeans, and his floppy blonde hair, he blended in better than she imagined.

      ‘I was just saying that we were about to head out of here, go find another bar,’ Summer said.

      ‘Are we?’

      ‘Of course. We don’t want to hang out here all day, do we?’ Summer picked up her pint and tipped the remains down her throat and placed the empty glass back on the table with a bang.

      ‘I don’t think—’ Amy started.

      ‘Come on, it’ll be fun,’ Summer said, grabbing Amy’s hand and giving it a tug. ‘Anyway, I’ve already invited Andrew along, so we have to go now.’

      ‘You’ve what?’

      Summer smiled widely, her cherry red lips stretching across her face. ‘It’s fine, he doesn’t have any more lectures this afternoon, so we’ve got time for a couple, haven’t we, Andrew?’ Summer said, turning her attention back to him. He seemed to straighten up immediately.

      ‘Well, only if you don’t mind me gatecrashing the party,’ he said, looking at Amy for an answer.

      ‘I—’ Amy started.

      ‘Course she doesn’t mind, do you, Ames? We’re always up for some new company.’

      Amy didn’t reply. Why did Summer always do this – bulldoze her into doing something she didn’t want to do? She knew she should stand her ground, tell her she was going home, going to training as planned.

      She also knew she wouldn’t do that.

      She picked up her pint and drained the glass, then slung her rucksack over her shoulder.

      ‘Let’s go,’ she said.

      ‘Good girl,’ Summer said, tucking one arm through Amy’s and the other through Andrew’s, and marching out of the bar.
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        * * *

      

      It was late and the world was beginning to blur around the edges. Her training session was long over, and Amy knew if she checked her phone she’d have several irate missed calls from Paul.

      Across the table Summer had her hand on Andrew’s knee, and although Amy knew she should say something, she couldn’t find the right words.

      She stood, wobbly, and gripped the table. She needed five minutes to herself.

      ‘I’m going for a wee,’ she said.

      She wound her way through the bar. It was busy now; how late was it? She glanced at her watch, her eyes struggling to focus on the hands. God, it was already after seven. They must have been here for hours. How much had she had to drink?

      Her belly swirled and she ran her tongue over her teeth. They felt furry, her mouth stale. Ugh.

      The toilets were empty so she locked a door behind her and slumped onto a loo seat, put her head in her hands. The world swam for a few seconds, then settled.

      She seemed to do this all the time recently – come out drinking during the day and lose hours of time.

      She sat up and stared at the back of the door, tried to read the words on the poster, but it was no good. She couldn’t focus.

      There was something nagging away at the back of her mind, something that was making her feel uncomfortable, but she couldn’t quite put her finger on it yet.

      Was it that she knew she should be swimming instead of sitting here downing pint after pint?

      Or was it that she knew she was going to get a bollocking from everyone when they got home – not just coach Paul but Olivia, or Henry. Maybe even Michael. Yeah, they said they were looking out for her, had her best interests at heart. But did they? What if her best interests weren’t being an ace student, swimming competitively, or any of the other things everyone else thought she should be doing? What if, for once, she just wanted to let her hair down and have a bit of fun, shag some random men? What if she wanted to be more like Summer, more easy, more free? Was that really so bad?

      Fuck ’em. Fuck ’em all. Maybe she’d go and find herself someone to take home tonight.

      She stood and the cubicle swayed a little again, then steadied. She was about to leave when it hit her – the thing that was bothering her.

      They were out with Andrew. Not Andrew – Professor Owens. Her psychology tutor. What was he doing here? And why was he letting Summer flirt with him? What if someone saw them? Was Summer really worth risking everything for?

      But then again, wasn’t that exactly what she was doing?

      She slid the lock across and stepped out.

      ‘There you are, I thought you’d fallen down the toilet.’

      Summer was standing by the sinks, arms folded. She looked perfectly normal – not like someone who’d spent the entire afternoon drinking. Her eyes sparkled, her make-up was untouched and her hair still hung in waves around her face. How did she do it?

      ‘Sorry, I wasn’t feeling great. I think I’ve had too much cider.’

      ‘Oh Ames, are you okay?’ Summer stepped towards her and brushed the hair away from her face, letting her fingers trail across her cheek. Amy shivered.

      ‘I’m fine,’ she mumbled, leaning into the mirror. Her face was pale, her make-up faded and smudged. She looked a state.

      ‘I think we should go home now,’ Amy said.

      ‘Oh not yet, pleeeease? I’m having too much fun.’ Summer leaned her hip against the basin and twirled her hair with one finger.

      Amy whirled round to face her. ‘You’re playing with fire, Summer.’

      Summer’s eyes widened. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You know exactly what I mean.’ She jabbed her thumb towards the bar. ‘Him. Professor Owens. You’re all over him. It’s just… wrong.’

      ‘I’m just having a bit of fun.’

      ‘He’s my lecturer.’

      ‘He’s not mine though, is he?’ She squinted at Amy, as though trying to work something out, then gasped. ‘Oh, do you fancy him? Is that it?’

      ‘No!’ The word came out with more force than Amy intended.

      ‘Because if you do, I’ll back off,’ Summer said.

      ‘I don’t fancy him.’ Amy felt her face flush as the image of Professor Owens’ easy smile and bright blue eyes flashed through her mind. ‘You’re welcome to him.’

      Summer studied her a moment longer, then pushed herself off the basin and turned to the mirror. ‘Anyway, he’s the one who’s been buying the drinks all afternoon, so I can hardly get rid of him now.’

      ‘What about Henry then?’

      Summer’s forehead folded into a crease. ‘What about him?’

      ‘Isn’t he your boyfriend?’

      ‘God no! We’re just shagging, it’s nothing serious.’

      ‘Does Henry know that?’

      Summer shrugged. ‘I’ve told him enough times, so I hope so.’

      ‘Right.’ Amy wasn’t so sure Henry did know that despite what he’d said, but it wasn’t her place to say.

      ‘Well, I’m going home anyway.’

      Suddenly, Summer gripped Amy’s arm. Her fingers pinched into her skin and her face was so close Amy could smell stale beer on her breath. She tried to pull away.

      ‘Come on, Ames. Just a few more drinks. I can’t afford to buy them and Andrew’s happy to.’

      Amy hesitated for a moment, considering. All her instincts screamed at her to say no – apart from anything else she knew it wasn’t fair to lead Andrew on, and she didn’t relish the idea of spending the rest of the night watching Summer drape herself all over him. But she didn’t fancy traipsing home all by herself to face the wrath of her flatmates and her coach either.

      ‘Okay, I’ll stay. But please stop flirting with him.’

      Summer leaned in and pressed her lips to Amy’s cheek. She smelt of something musky and warm, and Amy breathed it in. Then she took Amy’s hand.

      ‘Come on, let’s go get some more free drinks. And see if we can get you laid.’

      Amy let herself be led away, like a lamb to the slaughter.
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        * * *

      

      Amy’s head felt like it weighed about three stone, and there was a stabbing pain behind her left eye. The harshness of the late-April sun didn’t help either and she pulled her jumper from beneath her head and placed it over her eyes. The darkness did little to ease the pounding.

      Why had she drunk so much last night? What had she been thinking?

      The rest of the evening was patchy in her mind, fragments of it coming back here and there, like shards of a broken mirror.

      Tequila shots at the bar.

      Professor Owens – Andrew – buying round after round.

      Promising Amy he would help with her thesis.

      A faceless fumble by the toilets. Hot breath on her neck, a hand in her bra. Oh God.

      Later, watching helplessly as Summer pressed herself against Andrew, kissed him deeply.

      After that, a blur. She couldn’t remember getting home, just opening the door, and lying down on the sofa and passing out. Alone, thankfully.

      Then this morning, Henry had dragged her and Summer out to the park. ‘It’ll help with your hangovers,’ he’d insisted.

      It hadn’t worked, of course. Now, lying on her back on a towel on the grass, Amy felt as though her head had been crushed in a vice and her mouth felt like she’d been licking sand all night.

      ‘You alright, Ames?’ Henry’s voice beside her made her jump and she pushed herself onto her elbows, pulling her sunglasses down and squinting painfully at him.

      ‘Huh?’

      ‘You were making a weird groaning noise.’

      ‘I think I might be dying.’ She lay back down and draped her arm across her face.

      ‘You look even worse than you did this morning. Want to come for a swim?’

      Amy looked out across the lake where sparkles of sunlight danced on the surface, blinding her. Bile rose in her throat.

      ‘I haven’t got my stuff.’

      ‘Bra and pants will do, there’s hardly anyone around.’

      Amy glanced round. A few people were dotted here and there but it was pretty quiet. Normally she wouldn’t strip off in public, but today the pull of the water was too strong.

      ‘Sure,’ she said, pushing herself to her feet. She tugged her jumper over her head and stepped out of her jeans.

      ‘Summer?’ Henry stood over her and held his hand out, his body casting a shadow across Summer’s prone form. ‘Coming?’

      ‘Me? In there?’ Her eyebrows shot up.

      ‘Yeah, why not?’

      ‘There’s no way you’re getting me anywhere near that lake.’

      ‘What? Why?’ Henry grinned, but Summer turned her head away.

      ‘I just – don’t do water,’ she said, her voice flat. ‘I don’t go anywhere near the stuff apart from to wash.’

      Henry threw a glance at Amy, who shrugged. ‘Well, I’m cold, I’m going in,’ Amy said, striding towards the lake, through the shallows and diving straight under. She swam a few metres out, already feeling her hangover seeping away with every stroke she took. She looped back round towards the shore and lifted her head. Henry was running towards the water with Summer slung over his shoulder.

      ‘Stop it!’ Summer yelled, kicking her legs wildly, but Henry carried on, grinning obliviously.

      ‘Fucking stop!’

      Summer’s voice was so shrill Henry stopped dead and lowered her back to her feet. The water came up just above her ankles and she crossed her arms, furious.

      ‘What the fuck do you think you’re doing?’

      ‘I was just messing around,’ Henry said, his voice carrying across the water.

      ‘I told you I didn’t want to go in.’ She was almost snarling, her face contorted. ‘And I meant it.’

      ‘Sorry.’ He looked confused, like a little boy being told off for some misdemeanour he didn’t understand.

      Summer moved towards him until her face was just inches from his and jabbed her finger into his chest. ‘I told you I hated water and I wasn’t fucking kidding. Don’t you ever do anything like that again.’ Then she stormed back towards the shore and threw herself down on the rug. Henry waited a moment, then followed her.

      Amy was tempted to follow but really wanted a swim. So she pushed herself off and swam out across the lake. It felt so good to be out here, ploughing her way through the cold water, without any pressure. Just swimming, her body powerful.

      By the time she got back to the others, the atmosphere between Summer and Henry seemed to have thawed a little.

      ‘What was all that about?’ Amy said, wrapping the smaller picnic blanket around her to dry off and lowering herself onto the grass.

      Summer shrugged. ‘I hate water. I told you both that.’

      Amy frowned. ‘I honestly had no idea it was that bad.’

      ‘Me neither. Obviously,’ Henry said, clearly still annoyed.

      ‘Well, I do. And if I say I don’t want to go in the lake, then I don’t want to go in the lake.’ She shot Henry a look.

      ‘But why?’ Amy said.

      ‘Why what?’

      ‘Why are you so scared of the water?’

      Summer looked away. ‘I have my reasons. I just don’t trust it.’

      The conversation was clearly over so Amy stood and pulled her clothes back on over her damp underwear, shivering in the cool spring breeze. Her phone pinged and she squinted at it.

      
        
          
            
              
        I had fun last night. Want to do it again?

      

      

      

      

      

      There was no name and for a moment Amy froze. Who was it from and what the hell had she done last night?

      ‘Ooh, someone’s got lucky,’ Summer said, leaning over and reading over Amy’s shoulder. Amy turned away but it was too late.

      ‘Who’s that?’ Henry said.

      ‘No one,’ Amy snapped.

      ‘Amy pulled last night. Snogged the face off this guy in the pub and now he’s asking if she wants to go out again.’ Summer clapped her hands with delight.

      Henry raised his eyebrows as Amy’s face flushed.

      ‘I don’t know what on earth made you think it was a good idea to go out and get wasted last night anyway,’ Henry said, disapprovingly.

      Amy sighed. ‘It’s not a big deal.’

      Henry watched her for a moment, his face serious. ‘You missed training and you’ve got an important race coming up, I’d say that’s a pretty big deal. What’s going on with you, Ames?’

      ‘Oh give it a rest, H,’ Summer said, before Amy could reply. ‘She came out with me and we got pissed and Amy snogged a couple of boys—’ a couple? ‘—end of story. You’re not her dad, and she is allowed.’

      ‘Of course she’s allowed,’ Henry said, an icy note in his voice that Amy rarely heard when he was talking to Summer. ‘But you do seem be to leading her astray quite a lot these days.’

      Summer rolled her eyes. ‘Amy’s her own person, Henry. What she does or doesn’t do is nothing to do with me.’

      Amy wanted to object. To say that, actually, she had been planning not to drink, not to go to the pub, to come home and go to her training session, but that Summer had forced her to stay. She could still remember how she’d made her feel, as they’d stood in the pub toilets; a stand-off.

      Except Summer was right. Amy was her own person. And perhaps she really was as weak as she was beginning to suspect.

      ‘It really is no big deal, Henry,’ she said. ‘We had fun.’

      He didn’t speak, just nodded. ‘So it was just the two of you, was it? Apart from all the guys that Amy apparently snogged the face off.’

      ‘No, Andrew came with us.’

      Henry blinked, looked from Summer to Amy and back again, understandably confused.

      ‘Andrew?’

      ‘Amy’s lecturer.’ Summer smiled.

      ‘To the pub?’

      ‘Yep.’

      ‘Oh.’ He rubbed his face. ‘What for?’

      ‘I… He…’ Amy started.

      ‘He’s nice. I invited him,’ Summer said easily. ‘Plus, he bought our drinks all night so it was a no-brainer.’

      ‘But… is that even allowed?’ There was a wobble to Henry’s voice.

      ‘Course it is. He’s not my teacher, is he?’

      Henry clasped his hands in his lap, nodded. ‘Right then.’ He stood, then bent down and planted a kiss on Amy’s head. ‘Anyway, I’ve got a lecture to get to. See you later, Ames.’ He walked away without saying goodbye to Summer.

      ‘I don’t know what he’s in such a mood about,’ Summer said. ‘He’s the one who tried to drown me.’

      ‘Maybe he thinks you’re being cruel,’ Amy said, her words sharp.

      ‘What are you talking about?’

      ‘You know perfectly well what I’m talking about. Henry thinks the world of you.’

      Summer shook her head. ‘Nah, Henry’s fine. He knows the score. And anyway, he doesn’t think any more of me than any of the others who pretend to like me just because they want to get in my knickers. They’re all the same, only out for one thing.’

      ‘Henry’s not. He really likes you.’

      Summer shrugged. ‘Then more fool him.’
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      It’s a long drive to Shropshire, so Amy sets off early, just as the sun is coming up. Benny’s had a run round the garden and is settled on the back seat behind her. She’s managed to rearrange her clients for the next couple of days, determined to keep her head free for nothing but the task ahead.

      Henry lives just outside Peterborough with his fiancée Sarah, so she’s picking him up on the way.

      ‘I haven’t told her about the note, or anything else about this yet,’ he’d said, when they spoke on the phone. ‘She just thinks I’m in London at the office tomorrow, as usual.’

      Amy wasn’t sure what to make of that so said nothing.

      The traffic isn’t too heavy at this time of the morning so it only takes a couple of hours to get to Henry’s. He’s waiting outside as she pulls into his road, a small bag by his feet.

      He climbs in and looks at her. She studies his face, so familiar, despite the almost twenty years since she last saw it in real life, and feels an unexpected rush of love for this man who always looked out for her. Who she suspected understood her better than she ever really understood herself.

      ‘Hey,’ she says gently.

      ‘Come here, you,’ Henry says, and holds his arms out. She leans across and hugs him. He smells of expensive aftershave. When she pulls away he leaves his hands on her upper arms.

      ‘You haven’t changed.’

      She wants to laugh. She’s changed so much. She’s not the girl he used to know. But she just nods and smiles.

      ‘Neither have you.’

      They set off, the satnav telling them it’s a four-hour drive from there to a small town called Llanfyllin, the only place any of them can ever remember Summer mentioning, apart from Oswestry. A lot of hours to fill.

      But then, isn’t twenty years a long time to catch up on?

      ‘Who’s this then?’ Henry says, as she pulls onto the main road. He’s twisted round and is rubbing Benny’s head.

      ‘This is Benny. He comes everywhere with me, especially since…’ She trails off, glances over at him.

      He nods, understanding.

      She feels guilty about the letters. She knows the others all have so much more at stake than she does. How can she let Henry see how upset and terrified she is at the prospect of something happening to her dog when their careers, relationships – their children – are being threatened?

      ‘Poor Benny. How could anyone want to hurt you, eh, boy?’ Henry says. Benny wags his tail as if in agreement. Henry turns back to the front.

      ‘So, shall we talk about it?’

      ‘I guess we have to. I just don’t know where to start.’

      Henry nods. ‘I know. It’s all just so… fucked up.’

      Amy doesn’t reply, her eyes on the road.

      ‘I hadn’t thought about that night for a long time you know.’

      Amy glances across at him. ‘Me neither.’

      ‘It took me years, though. I used to wake up screaming, afterwards, remembering her limp body being pulled out of the lake, her face…’ He stops, swallows. ‘Sorry. We don’t need to talk about that.’

      ‘Except that night seems to be what this is all about – the letters, the podcaster. Everything.’

      ‘True.’ Henry picks at a piece of skin on his thumb, and Amy can’t help thinking how he would never have done that before. Henry was the confident one, the grown up one. The one who was clever, who could have gone to any university he wanted, but had chosen UEA to annoy his parents, who were desperate for him to go to Oxford or Cambridge. She thinks about how he used to look out for her, encourage her, build her up, no matter what was going on in her life.

      Then she thinks about the way she treated him, towards the end; how she let Summer get away with cheating on him and said nothing. Ever since then she’s felt nothing but guilt whenever she thinks about Henry, and it hangs in the air between them now, like a fog.

      ‘I’m sorry, you know,’ she says.

      ‘For what?’ She can see him looking at her but she keeps her gaze straight ahead.

      ‘The way I was.’ She swallows. ‘I wish I’d listened, when you told me not to give up my swimming. I was an idiot.’

      ‘We were all idiots, back then.’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘Uh-uh. You weren’t. You were kind to me, Henry. And I threw it all back in your face.’

      Henry stays quiet for a moment, and Amy risks a glance at him. He looks troubled.

      ‘What’s wrong?’

      He stares at a spot ahead and lets out a huge sigh. ‘I think time has rose-tinted glasses,’ he says slowly. ‘I wasn’t as nice as all that.’

      ‘But you⁠—’

      ‘Honestly, Amy. I was an arsehole at times.’

      ‘Weren’t we all?’

      He chuckles. ‘Maybe. But don’t you remember how I treated women? How I slept around, and didn’t ring them back, didn’t really care who I hurt?’

      Amy shakes her head. She had forgotten that, if she’s honest. If she ever thinks of Henry, she thinks about how much she loved him, what a good friend he was to her. But they had never been involved, romantically, physically. So was that the reason she had such fond memories of him?

      ‘Maybe,’ she says.

      ‘When Summer started doing exactly the same to me, I was furious. When she kissed other boys, flirted with that fucking tutor.’ He slams his hand into his thigh and she looks round sharply. ‘Sorry,’ he mutters. ‘It’s just – it was everything I deserved. Because it was what I did to women. It just took me a long time to see that.’

      ‘Okay, but you grew up, didn’t you?’

      ‘Sort of. Only just.’ The silence hums, the uneven surface creating a rhythm beneath the tyres, tick, tick, tick. ‘The thing is, Ames, this letter.’

      She looks round again, surprised at the change of direction. ‘What about it?’

      ‘It’s…’ He pauses. ‘It could ruin everything for me.’

      ‘Your career, you mean?’

      ‘My career. And my relationship.’ He sighs. ‘Sarah, my fiancée, doesn’t know about my past. I… I didn’t change, not for years. I spent years sleeping around, not caring who I hurt. And eventually, it got me into trouble, at work. I got a written warning about sexual misconduct, and was warned if I did it again I’d be out. I’d never work again, was the message.’

      ‘Fuck, Henry.’

      ‘I know. But it was my fault, wasn’t it? I just… I always wanted to be seeking the next conquest, the next person to love me. And in the end, someone had enough. And who can blame her? The thing is, though, people would believe these accusations, if they were made. And whoever wrote these notes knows that, somehow.

      ‘But now… well, now I’ve found Sarah and… I can’t lose her, Ames. If she finds out about this, I’ll lose everything.’

      His voice breaks, and Amy realises he’s crying. Great heaving, body-wracking sobs, fat tears dripping onto his lap. She doesn’t know what to say to this man she hasn’t seen for twenty years, how to comfort him, so she stays quiet and lets him get it off his chest.

      Finally, as she pulls off the main road and onto a smaller, quieter stretch, she reaches out for his hand and clasps it in hers.

      ‘We’ll sort this out, Henry. I promise.’

      ‘I hope so, Amy. For all our sakes.’
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        * * *

      

      It’s another three hours before they reach the Welsh border, and the roads are narrower and quieter here. Henry has been asleep for the last half an hour and Amy is glad of the relief. It’s been pretty intense, so far.

      Benny has been as good as gold until now, but suddenly he’s restless, and Amy knows he must be desperate for a wee. Spotting a layby, she pulls in and cuts the engine. Beside her, Henry stirs, but doesn’t wake up.

      She climbs out and clips Benny’s lead on and strolls towards the gate that leads on to a field. Benny cocks his leg on a tall blade of grass as soon as he gets out of the car. When he’s finally done he looks up at her expectantly.

      ‘Let’s have a quick leg stretch, shall we?’ she says. ‘I need it as much as you.’

      She checks both ways then hops over the fence, helping Benny clamber through the large gap underneath. There’s a small path along the edge that’s been trodden down by dozens of other walkers, so she heads along a little way, letting Benny stop for a sniff every now and then. She keeps the car in sight in case Henry wakes up and wonders where she is, and lets her mind wander.

      Now they’re nearly at their destination, she feels nervous, her stomach tightening with every mile. This could be a huge mistake – after all, they don’t even have any idea whether the commune will still be there. Even if it is, how are they going to find it?

      ‘Llanfyllin is the one place I can remember Summer mentioning, for sure,’ Henry had insisted, when she spoke to him about it the day before. ‘I’m fairly certain it’s close by.’

      ‘How certain?’

      ‘Ninety per cent?’

      ‘That’s good enough for me.’

      After all, they have nothing else, and they need to start trying to work out who is threatening them. Hopefully they can put a stop to it before it ruins anyone’s life irreversibly.

      But now they’re nearly here, she’s scared. Even if they do find the right place, what exactly are they going to do? She and Henry had discussed this at length as they drove along the motorway earlier, but she still isn’t sure how it’s going to work. Surely they can’t just barge in and demand to speak to someone about a woman who died twenty years ago? Even if there are family members there, people who love and remember Summer, there’s nothing to say they’ll want to talk about her. Even worse, what if Summer’s loved ones blamed them for her death? She doesn’t know these people, what they’re like. There was a reason Summer had left and would never talk about the place, apart from the basic, everyday details. What if they’re violent? What if they have secrets they’ll do anything to hide?

      What if it’s one of them who’s threatening them all?

      ‘But surely that’s the point?’ Henry said, when she mentioned this in the car. ‘That’s exactly what we’re here to find out.’

      He’s right, of course. But she’s beginning to wonder whether she’s the wrong person to do this. Perhaps they should have just told the police after all.

      She’s distracted by the sound of the car door closing and when she looks over, Henry is standing outside, stretching.

      ‘Sorry for falling asleep,’ he says as she leaps back over the fence and makes her way towards him.

      ‘It’s fine. You weren’t asleep long.’

      He checks his watch. A Rolex, she notices.

      ‘I guess we’re nearly there then, from the scenery?’

      He looks around at the rolling fields and hedgerows surrounding them, the occasional car speeding past. The road is filled with puddles, and there are a few farmhouses dotted around on the hills.

      ‘About fifteen minutes. Benny needed a wee.’

      ‘I’m not surprised, so do I.’

      ‘Oh. Right.’ Amy feels her cheeks burn. ‘Off you go then while I put Benny back in the car,’ she says, wishing she didn’t feel so self-conscious with this man she used to feel so comfortable around.

      As Henry disappears into the trees, she gives Benny some water and a couple of biscuits and gets him settled on the back seat again. She closes the car door and turns.

      ‘Oh!’ She jumps, her heart pounding against her chest. Henry is standing right behind her. ‘I didn’t know you were there,’ she says, her laugh sounding forced.

      ‘Sorry,’ he says, taking a step back. ‘I was just going to ask if you needed a hand with Benny, but I see it’s all under control.’

      She nods. ‘Yes, yes, fine, thank you.’ She walks round to the driver’s side of the car and climbs in. Henry gets in the other side. For some reason her hands shake as she clips her seatbelt closed. The car feels too small of a sudden, the space too enclosed for the two of them. She’s very aware of Henry’s proximity, of how vulnerable she feels.

      ‘Are you okay? You’ve gone very pale,’ Henry says.

      She looks up at him, at his warm smile, and feels her shoulders relax. Good grief, what is wrong with her? This is Henry. She knows him. He wouldn’t do anything to hurt her.

      Except, a little voice reminds her, You don’t really know him any more, do you? You don’t really know any of them.

      She shakes it away, and smiles.

      ‘Sorry, I’m fine. Just tired.’

      ‘Do you want me to drive the last bit?’

      She shakes her head. ‘No, it’s not far now. Thank you.’

      She starts the engine and pulls out onto the road.
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        * * *

      

      Twenty minutes later they pull into a parking space on the side of the road. Amy kills the engine.

      ‘This is it then,’ she says.

      They peer through the windscreen at the road ahead. Small shops line the street – a newsagent, a clothes shop, a launderette. There are a few people around, a young mum juggling a buggy and a toddler, a couple of pensioners. But otherwise it’s fairly quiet for this time of day.

      ‘Where should we start?’

      ‘I suppose we’ll just have to go into shops and ask people if they know where the commune is. I would imagine it’s unlikely to be signposted.’

      Amy unclips her seatbelt and opens the door, suddenly desperate to get out of the claustrophobic atmosphere of the car. She lets Benny out as Henry gets out the other side and goes to pay for parking. She’s glad of the space for a few moments.

      ‘Henry’s alright, isn’t he?’ she says, bending down and whispering into Benny’s ear. He cocks his head, as though he’s listening. ‘You’d let me know if there was anything to worry about, wouldn’t you?’

      He stares at her, eyes wide.

      ‘Ready?’

      She stands and turns to Henry, who’s placing the parking ticket on the dashboard.

      ‘Let’s go.’

      There’s a baker’s right beside them so Henry goes in there first, leaving Amy outside with Benny. She watches through the glass as he chats easily to the young woman behind the counter. He still has the gift of the gab; that easy way with everyone, no matter who they are or what their age. She wonders how far it’s got him in life.

      ‘No luck with the commune,’ he says, as he emerges from the shop. ‘But I did get us some lunch.’ He holds up two paper bags.

      ‘Oh thanks,’ Amy says. Her stomach is churning so much she’s not sure she can eat but she probably should.

      ‘Cornish pasty or cheese and onion?’

      ‘Cheese and onion,’ she says, taking the bag he offers her.

      They eat as they walk, stopping outside a pub that looks as though it’s had a recent makeover.

      ‘If anyone will know anything it’ll be a pub landlord,’ Henry says, popping the last mouthful of his pasty in his mouth and chewing.

      They go in and head to the bar. Amy lets Henry do the talking again.

      ‘I don’t suppose you know anything about a commune round here, do you?’ he says to the very young girl behind the bar. Is she even eighteen?

      ‘No, sorry,’ she says. ‘Did you want a drink?’

      ‘No, we—’ Amy starts.

      ‘Sure,’ Henry says easily.

      They order two glasses of wine and head to a nearby table.

      ‘Surely we haven’t really got time for this?’ Amy says as they sit. ‘It’s already nearly one.’

      ‘Dutch courage,’ Henry says, taking a sip and slipping his coat off. ‘Besides, I’m not giving up that easily. That girl is a baby. There’s bound to be someone in this place who knows something. Someone a bit older. We just need to bide our time. Make some friends.’

      Amy isn’t sure how they’re meant to make friends in the time it takes to drink a glass of wine, but says nothing. She doesn’t have a better plan.
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        * * *

      

      It doesn’t take long for Henry to make friends. Of course it doesn’t. Nothing really changes.

      By the time they’re halfway through their drinks, he’s chatting easily to the couple at the table next to them. Amy’s just waiting for him to bring up the subject of the commune. She glances at the clock. Five past one already.

      She taps her fingers on the table.

      ‘Have you lived here a long time then?’ Henry says.

      ‘Oh, all our lives.’

      ‘Both of you?’

      ‘Yep. Born and bred.’ The man, who’s introduced himself as Alan although he hasn’t told them his wife’s name yet, looks proud. Amy notices his fingers curled round his pint. His wife’s fingernails are painted bright red.

      ‘Amazing. It’s so beautiful round here.’

      ‘It is. Lovely and peaceful.’

      Henry nods.

      ‘I heard it used to be quite the place for hippies, back in the day,’ Henry says. It sounds like he’s asking a casual question, but Amy knows what he’s doing, and leans forward to hear better.

      ‘Yes. It used to be full of them round here. Back in the seventies, loads of hippy types came up from London, set up here. Lots of them stayed as well.’

      ‘Were you one of them?’ Henry said, grinning.

      ‘Oh goodness no!’ Alan laughs. ‘Made friends with a few of ’em though. Most of them were nice. You know. Funny.’

      Henry nods knowingly.

      ‘So there’s still quite a big community of them these days, is there?’

      Alan nods, but Amy notices his wife’s eyes narrow. She nudges Henry’s leg and hopes he takes the hint. They don’t want to get people’s backs up before they’ve got anywhere.

      ‘We don’t really have much to do with them these days,’ he says. ‘You know, keep themselves to themselves.’

      ‘Oh? That’s a shame.’

      ‘Is it?’ His wife has spoken for the first time and they turn to look at her. Her eyebrows are plucked into a high arch which gives her a permanently surprised look.

      ‘Well, some of them were nice, love,’ Alan says, laying his hand on her arm. She tugs it away but says nothing more.

      ‘Did something happen?’ Henry says, his voice all innocence.

      ‘Oh you know. There was some trouble a few years back with the lot from the commune⁠—’

      Amy feels her heart begin to race.

      ‘Stop it, Alan,’ his wife says, her face furious.

      ‘Sorry, love, but I was only saying.’ He looks chastised, but does as he’s told.

      Amy’s heart sinks. So near yet so far.

      But Henry hasn’t given up. He stands.

      ‘Can I get you both a drink?’

      ‘I wouldn’t want to trouble you,’ his wife says coolly.

      Alan doesn’t look at his wife, just nods. ‘That’s very kind, thank you. A pint of bitter would go down a treat. And Eleanor will have a half, won’t you love?’

      ‘Thank you,’ she says, seemingly appeased.

      As Henry heads to the bar, Alan seems to notice Benny for the first time, who has curled up at Amy’s feet.

      ‘Oh, isn’t he beautiful?’ he says, leaning down to say hello to Benny, who welcomes the attention. Alan looks up. ‘We used to have two Labs. Both gone now, but we’re thinking of getting another, aren’t we Ellie?’

      Eleanor smiles for the first time, clearly much more comfortable talking about dogs than people. ‘I’d love to, I just don’t think now is the time.’

      Alan gives Amy a wink. ‘Don’t you worry, I’ll convince her eventually.’

      Amy smiles. She’s trying to think of a way to steer the conversation back to the subject of the commune when Eleanor stands.

      ‘I’m just popping to the ladies’,’ she says, smoothing her trousers with her palms and walking in the direction of the stairs.

      Before Amy can think of anything to say, Alan has done it for her.

      ‘Sorry about before,’ he says, his voice low. ‘She gets ever so upset when anyone talks about the commune. It’s…’ He looks round as if making sure no one is listening. ‘It’s a tricky subject.’

      ‘Oh? Why’s that?’ Amy tries to keep her voice light, make it seem as though it doesn’t matter either way whether Alan tells her. But inside, her heart is hammering in anticipation.

      For an agonising moment she thinks Alan has changed his mind about saying anything. But then he draws in a long breath and says, in a half-whisper. ‘They’re a bit… free with the old sex, up there. And Eleanor she… well, she thinks they’re dangerous. A bit – you know. Unpredictable.’

      ‘Oh.’ Amy swallows. ‘Did… did something happen? I mean, you mentioned some trouble…’ She trails off, hoping he’ll take the bait.

      Thankfully, he does.

      ‘A few years back… actually, come to think of it, it might even have been fifteen, even twenty years ago now. Blimey, time flies.’ He looks at Amy. ‘Anyway, whenever it was, there was a bit of an… incident.’ He glances towards the stairs but there’s still no sign of Eleanor. ‘The locals and the folk from the commune had a bit of a clash, you know. Seemed to think it were our fault their community were falling apart at the seams, thought we were judging ’em.’ Alan checks over Amy’s shoulder and, seemingly satisfied, carries on. ‘One night a few of ’em came into town and drank too much and – well. Let’s just say it didn’t end well.

      ‘Anyway, after that we never saw any of the men again, not down here. It was probably for the best, you know. Some of the women felt a bit worried, I know my Ellie did. It was a shame though. Some of them were pretty decent.’

      ‘I see.’ Amy swallows. ‘And is… is the commune nearby?’

      ‘Not far. Fifteen minutes or so up⁠—’

      ‘Here you go!’ Henry’s arrival makes them both jump and they sit back guiltily, as if they’ve been caught talking about something they shouldn’t. Amy waits as Henry takes the drinks from the tray one by one and sits down.

      ‘Anyway, don’t tell my Ellie I said anything, will you? She gets upset if I talk about it.’

      ‘Cross my heart,’ Amy says.

      Henry raises his eyebrows at her and she gives a tiny nod.

      ‘Well, cheers,’ Henry says, as Eleanor returns. ‘To new friends.’

      ‘Cheers.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Well, that was an hour well spent,’ Henry says as they emerge from the darkness of the pub into the daylight. The sun has been trying to come out for the last couple of hours and there’s a glimmer of sunlight on the road, bouncing off windows.

      ‘Except now I feel a bit too pissed to drive anywhere and we still only have a rough idea of where the bloody commune is.’

      ‘Ah come on, spoilsport. It was a pretty good reccy, if you ask me.’

      Amy sighs. ‘Fine. It was. But we do need to get on with it. It’s already gone two.’

      They make their way back to the car.

      ‘Actually, I really do think I’ve drunk too much to drive,’ Amy says.

      ‘Do you want me to?’

      She doesn’t but she also knows it would be foolish for her to try. ‘Sure, thanks.’ She throws her keys at him and walks round to the passenger side. By the time she’s settled Benny in the back, Henry is in the front seat, studying his phone.

      ‘It looks like there are only two ways out of this place. One is the way we came in and the other goes up here—’ he turns the map towards her and points at a road leading out of town into the hills ‘—so given what Alan said I reckon we head up there and see what we can find.’

      ‘Are you sure this is a good idea?’

      Henry looks at her. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I just…’ She sighs. ‘I’m worried. Alan said there was an incident a few years back and it sounds like some of the people round here don’t think much of the commune lot. There seems to be some bad blood between them, and apparently Eleanor and some of the women are scared of them.’ She runs her hand through her hair. ‘It just doesn’t feel like a great idea to go charging up there, all guns blazing. We don’t know anything about these people and what if…’ She stops. ‘Henry, what if it’s one of them that’s been threatening us?’

      Henry reaches over and takes her hand.

      ‘Amy, listen. Like I said, this is exactly what we’ve come for. To get to the bottom of this… whatever this is. And the only way we’re going to do that is by checking out the commune and asking if anyone remembers Summer, and seeing if they’ll talk to us.’ He gives her hand a squeeze. ‘I’ll be there. You’ve got nothing to be scared of, okay?’

      Amy nods, unconvinced.
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        * * *

      

      The road up from the village into the hills gets narrower and narrower the further they go, until it’s only just wide enough for one car, branches tapping and scraping along the sides as they drive.

      ‘Let’s hope we don’t meet anything coming the other way,’ Henry says, peering out of the windscreen, his face serious. ‘I don’t fancy my chances, reversing all the way back down there.’

      Amy nods, but she’s not really paying attention. Instead, her mind is on what they might find when they reach the end of this track. She almost hopes they have to give up and leave.

      Ten minutes pass, then fifteen. A layby opens up ahead, and Henry pulls into it, hands on the steering wheel. ‘How much longer do you think we should give it until we turn round?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Amy’s voice is tight.

      ‘Let’s do another five minutes, and if we don’t find anything, we’ll turn back, okay?’

      Amy nods.

      Henry sets off again. The road starts to climb more steeply, the hedges either side getting taller until it’s almost impossible to see over them at all. And then, all of a sudden, there’s a sharp left turning, cut into the hedge. Henry stops, peers down it. The road is pitted and uneven and they can’t see further than the bend about a hundred metres down. He glances at Amy.

      ‘What do you reckon? We’ve seen nothing else – worth a go?’

      Amy wants nothing more than to turn the car round and head away from this place. But they’ve come all this way, and if they want answers, she needs to be brave.

      ‘Let’s try,’ she says.

      Henry reverses slightly, then swings the steering wheel sharply to the left and drives slowly down the bumpy road. Amy’s teeth rattle in her head. At the bend where the lane swings to the right, they both hold their breath. But the road just stretches out in front of them, unremarkable. Henry drives on, the car rattling in protest.

      ‘If they live down here no wonder they don’t go into town,’ Henry mutters. Amy feels as though she’s stopped breathing.

      And then, round another left bend, there’s an opening, with what looks like a large yard and a farmhouse beyond. Neither of them speak, their eyes fixed on the road as they approach.

      About a hundred metres short, Henry stops.

      ‘This looks promising.’

      Amy nods tightly. Now they’re here, in front of this place, she’s not sure why she came. Whether she can go any further.

      ‘Do you think this is a good idea?’ she whispers.

      Henry looks at her. ‘We’re here now.’ He puts the car into first gear, inches along. ‘We might as well try and get what we came for.’

      Amy isn’t sure she can remember what that is.

      Once they’re through the gate they can see the full extent of the property. The farmhouse is huge but decrepit, some of the windows boarded up, others cracked, all covered in layers of grime. A large barn to the right has gaps where doors should be, a rusted trailer sitting just beside it. The yard itself is covered in detritus – piles of old tyres, discarded petrol cans, a stained mattress propped against the gable end of the barn. A large space to the left of the building is given over to a vegetable patch, the earth dry and cracked, weeds reaching high into the sky.

      A dog is barking somewhere, but other than that it’s deathly quiet. Not a soul around. The hairs on the back of Amy’s arms prickle.

      ‘There’s no one here,’ she says.

      ‘Eerie, isn’t it?’

      Henry swings the car to the right and parks by the hedge, away from the house. The windows that still have glass in them glare at them like watchful eyes. Wind rustles the leaves of the oak by the side of the house.

      ‘I guess we just go and knock on the door then?’

      ‘I’m really not sure this is a good idea,’ Amy says.

      ‘What else do you suggest we do? We haven’t come all this way to just sit and look at the house. We need to find out if someone knows about these letters. Or at least if they can tell us something about Summer that might lead us to whoever wrote them.’

      ‘I know.’ Amy stares out of the window at the house, trying to work out what it is that bothers her about this place. She tries to picture Summer growing up here, wonders what her childhood was like. She never told them much about it apart from giving them the impression that nobody really cared what she got up to. She wondered what that would be like, how it shaped you.

      ‘Eleanor seemed to think these people were… not to be trusted.’ She swallows, trying to find the words to express her unease. It feels like it’s taken shape, swollen in her throat.

      Henry unclips his seatbelt and twists his body towards her, elbow on the steering wheel.

      ‘What are you really worried about?’

      She looks at him, the world tilting. That wine was a mistake; she feels fuzzy, woolly-headed. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Is this fear about the people you’re going to find here, or what you might find out about one of your friends?’

      ‘I…’ She stops, looks at her lap. ‘I just don’t know who to trust,’ she admits.

      ‘Including me?’ he says softly.

      She looks up at him. ‘Yes.’

      He watches her for a moment, then nods. ‘Fair enough. You’re right not to trust anyone right now. But at this very moment you need to pack that away so we can get on with the job in hand. Okay?’

      She draws in air, lets it out. ‘Okay.’

      They climb out of the car, letting Benny out of the back. Amy grabs his collar, clips his lead on, not wanting to let him out of her sight. The slam of the doors echoes round the clearing. Amy flinches. Her skin prickles with every step. Who’s watching them? Do they know who they are, why they’re here?

      By the time Henry raps on the heavy wooden door, she feels like her legs might give way.

      But no one comes. They listen for signs of life. It feels as though the house is holding its breath, keeping its secrets close to its chest.

      ‘How can I help you?’

      The voice is so close and so deep Amy almost screams. They whirl round. The man watching them is tall, well over six feet, but skinny. He’s hunched over, awkward, as though his long limbs were intended for someone else. His face is gaunt, a scruffy beard failing to hide sunken cheekbones and a cut lip. But the look in his eyes is what makes Amy hold her breath – they’re glassy, empty. Malevolent.

      Henry holds out his hand. It hovers in the air between them. The man doesn’t even look down at it and eventually Henry drops it to his side.

      ‘We’re looking for a commune,’ he says, his vowels more clipped than usual. ‘We were told this is where we’d find it.’

      The man continues to study him silently from beneath his wild eyebrows.

      ‘We were hoping to speak to someone about an old friend of ours,’ Amy chips in. Her voice cracks and she clears her throat.

      ‘Did she send you?’

      ‘Who?’ Amy glances at Henry.

      ‘That woman. Redhead. I told her she wasn’t welcome, and you ain’t either.’ His voice is gravelly, rough, as though it hasn’t been used for a while.

      ‘I – we’re not here for Hannah,’ Amy says, realising who he means.

      So she has been here.

      ‘We just want to ask a couple of questions,’ Henry says. ‘It’s about Summer.’

      ‘You need to leave.’

      Not even a flicker of recognition. If he does know Summer, he has an excellent poker face.

      They’ve only been here a few minutes but something about this place has already got under Amy’s skin, sent a crawling sensation through her veins.

      ‘Who’s this sniffing round now?’

      Amy whirls round to find a woman in the now-open doorway. It’s impossible to tell her age, her long tangle of hair masking most of her face, but the deep lines under her eyes and round her mouth suggest a life spent outside.

      ‘Hello,’ Henry says, holding out his hand again. She looks at it with disdain, folds her arms and leans against the door frame.

      ‘I don’t know why you lot keep coming round here asking questions. We’ve got nothing to tell ya, so why don’t you just fuck off back to your posh houses and leave us alone.’

      ‘Now hang on a minute—’ Henry starts, but Amy steps forward and cuts him off.

      ‘We don’t want to cause any trouble,’ she says, her heart pounding against her ribcage. ‘But someone has been threatening me and my friends, and we need to find out if someone here knows something about it.’

      The woman stares at her and down at Benny, who’s sniffing around in the dirt. Amy feels faint. She steps forward, closing the gap between them.

      ‘What threats?’

      It wasn’t what Amy had expected her to ask, and she’s thrown for a moment.

      ‘I – We’ve had letters. Me, and Henry, and two of our other friends. Warning us against talking to anyone about Summer. And we think… we’re fairly certain… that Summer had links with this place. That she grew up here. So we just wanted to find out if anyone knew who might be doing it.’

      The air around them grows thick. Nobody speaks. There are low voices from somewhere inside the house, and a baby cries. But other than that there are very few signs of life and Amy wonders where everyone is. She’d always imagined a commune to be full of people floating around, free and easy. The quietness is freaking her out. Where is everyone hiding?

      ‘We don’t know anyone called Summer and we don’t know what these letters are.’ The man is speaking again now, his gravelly voice low. ‘Now you need to get in your car, and you need to get out of here, and never come back. Do you understand?’

      ‘Excuse me but—’ Henry starts, but Amy grabs Henry’s arm.

      ‘Let’s go.’

      He pauses, clearly torn. Amy understands. Part of her wants to stay longer, push for answers too. But she’s also 100 per cent certain they’re not going to get anything from these people. They’ve shut them down, and if they don’t get out of there soon, they might be in real danger.

      Henry must sense it too, because eventually he gives a tight nod and lets Amy pull him towards the car. They can feel eyes following them as they walk, but neither of them looks back. They put Benny on the back seat, climb in the car and lock the doors. Then Henry swings the car round with a screech as they drive out of the gates and down the track the way they came.

      ‘For fuck’s sake,’ he says. ‘These fucking people.’ His face is pure fury, the look in his eyes one that Amy’s never seen before. She feels a prickle of fear.

      ‘Henry, please slow down, my car’s going to fall apart.’

      ‘Sorry.’ Henry slows, but his knuckles are white on the steering wheel.

      Neither of them say another word until they reach the end of the track and turn back onto the main road. Henry is still driving far too fast for such a narrow road, and Amy holds her breath with every corner they take.

      She doesn’t relax until they reach the road back down into the village and Henry finally pulls into a space outside a clothes shop. He cuts the engine and they both sit, saying nothing.

      ‘Well, that was a waste of time,’ Henry says eventually.

      ‘We couldn’t stay, Henry. You know that, don’t you?’

      Henry takes his hands off the steering wheel and puts them in his lap. He’s still staring out of the windscreen as though he can’t bear to look at her. Fury flares in her.

      ‘I know you think it’s my fault that we’ve come away with nothing,’ she says, turning in her seat to face him. ‘But you saw their faces. They were never going to tell us anything. They were completely closed up to anyone.’

      ‘You were just spooked by what that couple said at lunchtime,’ Henry spits, finally meeting her eye. ‘If you hadn’t dragged me out of there I could have got something more out of them, I know I could. I’m pretty good at it. It’s what I do for a living.’

      ‘You’re wrong.’ She shakes her head. ‘All we would have done is shake the hornet’s nest. As it is I think our visit hot on the heels of Hannah’s might have stirred things up more than we need.’

      Henry lets out a long breath.

      ‘So what now? We just pretend it’s all gone away? Carry on and hope whoever is doing this never actually carries out their threats?’ He runs his hand over his tightly cropped hair. ‘Because I tell you what, Amy, I don’t fancy living like that. Worrying that at any moment, someone is going to bring my whole world crashing down around me.’

      ‘Neither do I.’ Amy shakes her head. ‘The trouble is, I don’t know what to try next.’
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        * * *

      

      It’s too late to drive all the way home so they agree to find a B&B in the village. By the time they’ve found one with two single rooms available that will accept dogs, it’s close to dinner time.

      ‘Fancy getting something to eat? Maybe we can try and come up with a plan B,’ Amy says, as they hover at the bottom of the staircase with their small rucksacks.

      ‘Sure.’ Henry looks exhausted, dark circles beneath his eyes. She wonders whether it’s just the threatening letters keeping him awake, or something else.

      ‘Meet back here in half an hour?’

      They go their separate ways, up different staircases. Amy’s room is plain but functional and she gives Benny some water and sits on the bed, leaning back against the pillows. She’s glad of a bit of time alone to gather her thoughts.

      The visit to the commune hadn’t gone as they’d hoped – although it was as Amy had suspected. It was a long way to come to leave with nothing. But then again, was it nothing? The man and woman they came across today might not have wanted to tell them anything, but it was when she mentioned Summer’s name that they’d closed up entirely. And clearly Hannah has been here too. So at least they know they’re on the right track, even if they’re no closer to finding out who’s sending the notes.

      Benny climbs up onto the bed beside her and she doesn’t have the energy to tell him off. As he curls up against her side her eyes feel heavy and she’s regretting arranging to meet Henry for dinner. All she wants to do now is sleep and forget all about Summer, and Hannah and the commune, and the notes.

      The notes!

      She sits up suddenly, scrabbles for her phone. She doesn’t have the actual letter with her, but she does have a photo of it that she took to send to Henry a few days ago. She scrolls through her photos and finds it, zooming in.

      The now familiar black scrawl is etched on her memory, and she stares at it, thinking.

      Then, galvanised into action, she swings her legs off the bed and stands. Benny looks up at her, confused, then jumps off the bed too. Her partner in crime.

      Heading down the stairs she hopes Henry is there. He’s at the bottom, reading a sign about a summer fete on the pinboard by the reception desk. He turns when he hears footsteps and smiles.

      ‘I’m starving. Where shall we go?’

      Amy shrugs. ‘Anywhere.’

      They make their way to the pub they were in at lunchtime. It’s easy and they know Benny is allowed. They find a table in the restaurant.

      ‘I’ve had an idea,’ Amy says, before they’ve even looked at the drinks menu.

      ‘Oh?’ Henry looks surprised.

      Amy pulls out her phone and shows him the letter. ‘We can find out whose handwriting this is.’

      Henry looks at her as though waiting for something more.

      ‘How?’ he says eventually.

      ‘I haven’t worked that out yet, but it can’t be that hard. I mean, look at it.’ She jabs the screen with her finger. ‘It’s pretty distinctive. It looks like it was written by a child, except I doubt a child would ever write these words.’

      Henry watches her, then shakes his head.

      ‘I’m sorry to dampen your excitement, Amy, but I’m not quite clear how you think we’re going to find out whose writing this is? Are you suggesting we go back to the commune and ask everyone for a writing sample?’

      ‘I…’ Amy starts, and then drops the phone on the table with a clatter. Benny looks up, a couple of other diners look round. Amy feels tears of frustration gathering in her eyes. ‘God, I don’t know, Henry. I just think… there’s got to be something we can do. Some way we can check this writing against something… I don’t know. Maybe we should go to the police, ask them to look into it. Maybe we can’t do this on our own after all.’

      ‘No.’ The word is loud, firm.

      ‘But why? Why are we resisting this?’

      ‘You know why, Ames,’ Henry says, more gently this time.

      She does know, of course she does. She doesn’t want to be dragged into the whole thing again. It took her years to stop thinking about what happened to Summer every single day; to stop picturing her cold, blue body when it was dragged from the lake, or thinking about the fingers pointed at the four of them, Summer’s friends, in the days that followed. To put her old friends, her old life, out of her mind.

      Going to the police risked putting them all under the spotlight again. Under suspicion? Amy had definitely had doubts about each of her friends being involved at some point over the years. No doubt they’d felt the same about her too. The last thing any of them wanted was to bring it all back up again.

      Except that now, someone else had dragged it back out into the light. And they were threatening them.

      ‘Things have changed, Henry. We can’t just pretend this isn’t happening.’

      Henry reaches over and places his hands over hers and she lets him. It feels comforting, the way it always used to with Henry.

      ‘I know we can’t. That’s what we’re here for, isn’t it? But these notes? They could be written by anyone. It could be anyone we were at university with, someone who was at the party that night. It could be someone from the commune, or who used to live there, but doesn’t any longer.’ He stops. ‘I mean, God, it could have been written by Olivia or Michael with their left hand. The truth is we just don’t know.’

      Amy looks at him. ‘Do you really think it could be one of them?’

      Henry fixes her with a stare. She used to be able to read his face, to tell what he was thinking. Whether he was happy, sad, annoyed, in love. But it’s been so long since she’s known him, and so much has changed that she has no idea what’s behind those dark eyes any more. She looks away and Henry removes his hands, leans back.

      ‘I don’t want to think that. But honestly, it could be any of us. None of us really know each other, do we?’

      ‘We do! I know you all. I know you.’ Amy isn’t quite sure if she’s trying to convince Henry, or herself.

      Everything that’s happened today – the conversation with Alan and Eleanor, and their warning; their frosty reception at the commune; this dinner, now – has made her feel exhausted, like giving up.

      But if she can’t trust her friends, the people she once knew best in the world, then she doesn’t know how she’s going to get through this.

      The silence hums for a moment and Amy doesn’t know what to say, where to look. She wants to go back to her room, lock the door and sleep until morning.

      ‘We’ll work this out, Amy, I promise,’ Henry says.

      But before she can reply, a waiter appears at their table to take their order.
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          NOW

        

      

    

    
      The door swings open, pushing letters and leaflets across the hallway as it does so. Amy gathers them up and stands, listening for any noises that shouldn’t be there. It’s become habit now. Normally, coming home makes the tension fall from her like water. But she’s on edge all the time these days, and she can’t shake the feeling that her home is no longer the safe haven from the world that it’s always been. It feels tainted, somehow.

      Her eyes feel like sandpaper and she blinks a few times as she moves into the kitchen. She dumps her bag and the post on the table and moves to the kettle. Tea, she needs tea.

      She slides the patio doors open and Benny runs straight out, disappearing into the thicket of hedges at the end of the lawn that back on to the lane behind. It’s his favourite spot for a wee and she smiles at how desperate the poor thing must have been.

      The kettle clicks off and she pops a teabag in her mug and pours boiling water onto it, then moves to the table and sits down. Her whole body aches from being cramped in the car for two days. Her mind hums with the conversations she and Henry have had, trying to sort out the jumble of thoughts and ideas tumbling round.

      She stares at the mug, steam rising into the cool air of the kitchen. Outside, Benny barks, and she watches as he races across the lawn, chasing a bird that’s at least five feet in the air. She smiles. At least she has him here. She doesn’t think she could stay in this house if she was completely on her own.

      They hadn’t talked much on the way home, she and Henry. After the failed trip to the commune, it felt as if they had done all their talking and had now reached a dead end.

      They’d set up a WhatsApp group between the four of them – Amy, Henry, Olivia and Michael – and last night Henry had sent an update to them all, telling the others what had happened at the commune, and what Alan and Eleanor had said about the place.

      ‘We need a plan B,’ Olivia had said.

      They all agreed she was right. But so far they hadn’t worked out what that plan might be.

      ‘I’m not cut out for this,’ Michael said.

      ‘I don’t think any of us are enjoying it,’ Henry replied tartly.

      ‘I’m scared. Do you really think we’re in danger?’ Olivia typed.

      ‘I hope not.’ Henry’s final words on the matter were what were going round Amy’s mind right now.

      But hope wasn’t enough. Olivia was right to think they might be in real danger. They were all being threatened, and whatever Henry thought, Amy was scared too. Because if this person was so determined that the truth – whatever that might be – about what happened that night mustn’t come out, that they were willing to hurt Benny, or Connor, or any of them, exactly how far might they be willing to go to protect their secret?

      She wasn’t prepared to just sit around and wait to find out.

      Besides, there was something else. When they’d been about an hour from Henry’s house, both of their phones had pinged with another notification from WhatsApp.

      ‘It’s from Olivia,’ Henry said. ‘She says we need to listen to this.’

      ‘What is it?’ Amy said, taking her eyes off the road for a moment to glance at him.

      ‘It looks like an episode of Hannah’s podcast.’

      ‘A new one?’

      ‘I don’t know. Shall I click?’

      ‘Go for it.’

      Amy’s heart had thumped as they’d listened to Hannah’s introduction, her summing up of the case so far. She hadn’t got much further with her investigations as far as Amy could tell, although it was impossible to know for sure, as Hannah was playing her cards close to her chest.

      
        
        Summer’s body was found on the edge of the lake in the early hours of the morning. The party had been coming to an end, only a few people remaining, including her friends Amy Stewart, Olivia Clarke, Henry Campbell and Michael Lambert. Afterwards, all four of them were questioned about their relationship with Summer, and about their movements that night. None of them knew anything, or at least that’s what they claimed. And if they were telling the truth – which I believe they were – then that means someone else at the party that night was responsible for Summer’s death.

        The question was, who?

        As I mentioned, this was a case the police never solved, although from reports it appears the investigation fizzled out relatively quickly. A few attempts were made to interview various other acquaintances, as well as people from the party and a professor from the university that Summer was known to have had some sort of relationship with. But little attempt was made by investigating officers to question anyone from the commune where Summer had grown up. This seemed like a huge oversight to me – and if you know me, which many of you do, there’s nothing I enjoy more than discovering an oversight. Some glaring piece of evidence that the police might have missed, or a person who might have led them to solve the case.

        Which is why I paid a visit to the commune recently, to see what I could find.

        Unsurprisingly, they weren’t very welcoming. They didn’t like an outsider coming round sniffing about and asking questions about something that had happened before some of them were even born. I don’t like to give up easily, but after a couple of hours of trying everything to persuade some of them to talk to me, I thought I was going to have to.

        And then, just after I left, a woman approached me and told me something – something I hadn’t read about in any of the reports or anywhere else.

        This woman explained that she had been part of the commune previously but had since left. And what she told me shone quite an interesting light on things.

        What was it, I know you’re all dying to know. Well, I’m afraid I need to be extremely careful with this information, which is why I’m going to leave it there for today while I do some more digging into the Ugly Truth behind the death – or murder? – of Summer Carpenter.

      

      

      Amy pressed stop and the pair sat in silence for a couple of minutes. Finally, Amy broke the silence. ‘Well, she’s obviously much more persuasive than us.’

      Henry shook his head. ‘I don’t know. We don’t know what this woman, whoever she was, even told her.’

      ‘True. But I want to find out.’

      They didn’t say much more. But now, back home, Amy hasn’t been able to stop thinking about that interview ever since. What is it Hannah knows, and could it help them to stop whoever is threatening them?

      She makes a cup of tea and carries it upstairs to her office. She starts her laptop and opens her emails – and stops. There’s a message waiting for her from Hannah Hastings.

      
        
        Hi Amy,

        I don’t know whether you listened to the episode, but I hope you did. Socials are going crazy, people are really invested in it. I’ve had a few leads, but I’m still checking out who these people are and whether they’re legitimate.

        I hoped you might have had a rethink about talking to me? I’m getting closer to finding answers and I think people would really want to hear from you. You never know, it might just give us the breakthrough we need to find out who really killed your friend.

        Please say you’ll do it.

        Hannah

      

      

      Amy reads the message twice, then makes a snap decision.

      
        
        Dear Hannah

        I did listen to the podcast. You’re right, it’s very good. I have been thinking about what we talked about.

        Henry and I went to the commune today. Nobody would speak to us but you obviously did a better job than we did.

        I’ve been thinking about this interview and wondered if we could talk. I⁠—

      

      

      A sudden furious barking from the garden stops her mid-sentence. Benny? Pausing, she slips down the stairs, into the kitchen. The barking has stopped now, and there’s no sign of him. She’s about to head to the back of the garden, when her phone starts buzzing. She glances at the screen.

      Mum.

      ‘Hi, Mum,’ she says, turning away from the patio doors and sitting at the table.

      ‘Hi, love.’

      ‘Everything okay?’

      Janet sniffs. ‘I just wanted to see how you were. You haven’t been round for a few days.’

      Amy hasn’t told her mum about the trip to Wales – in fact, she hasn’t really told her much at all except the weird feeling she had that there was someone in her house. She certainly hasn’t told her about the letters, or about meeting up with her old university friends. She doesn’t want to worry her. But more than that, telling her mum would be admitting that there really was something to be worried about.

      ‘Sorry,’ she says now. ‘Work just got really busy and⁠—’

      ‘I just worry about you, spending all that time on your own. It’s not good for you, you need some company. Now I was talking to Sandy and⁠—’

      ‘Mum, if this is you trying to set me up with one of your friends’ sons again, please stop. I’m really not interested.’

      ‘It’s not.’ Her mum sounds disgruntled and Amy feels a pang of guilt.

      ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Simon and I just wondered if you wanted to come for dinner tonight. He was going to make your favourite, lasagne.’

      Amy would love more than anything to have her dinner cooked for her; to sit and chat to her mum (less so Simon); to stop thinking about the last couple of days, just for an hour or two. But she also knows she won’t be able to hide her anxiety and she doesn’t want to admit to her what’s going on just yet.

      ‘Thanks for the offer, but I can’t tonight.’ She doesn’t elaborate. ‘Can I come over tomorrow instead?’

      A pause, as if Janet’s going to say something else, then, ‘Okay. But make sure you eat properly. I know what you’re like.’

      Amy smiles despite herself. ‘I promise. See you tomorrow.’

      Ending the call, she reaches absentmindedly for the pile of post she dumped earlier. There are a couple of charity requests for money, a bank statement, a flyer for a new shop and— She stops, her blood turning to ice.

      The writing.

      The spidery writing.

      She drops the letter onto the tabletop as though it might burn her if she holds it any longer.

      She can’t take her eyes off it, the uneven letters blurring and expanding. She needs to open it.

      She can’t open it.

      Her breathing is shallow now, she feels like she’s suffocating, her lungs struggling to take in air. She rests her head in the crook of her elbow and closes her eyes tightly until lights dance in front of them.

      She lifts her head, and slowly picks up the letter again.

      She can do this. She has to.

      She slides her finger under the seal and rips it open, neatly along the line. The paper is the same tatty paper as before, ripped from a cheap notepad, the edges frayed. She pulls it out with her fingertips, holds it at arm’s length.

      
        
        Don’t get involved. No good will come of it.

        Keep your eyes on that beautiful dog of yours.

      

      

      She stands, the chair clattering onto the floor behind her, and races to the patio doors. Benny is still nowhere to be seen, and Amy runs on shaking legs towards the back of the garden.

      ‘Benny!’ she screams, whirling round. She squints back at the house. Is there a chance he slipped inside without her seeing? But there’s no sign of him there either.

      She hurries, feet tripping over each other in her haste, towards the overgrown patch at the back, the place where Benny likes to come sniffing. Why isn’t he coming when she calls him?

      She rounds the corner, then stops, bile rising in her throat, her breath snatched away.

      He’s there, lying on the ground. He doesn’t look up as she calls his name and she runs to him.

      ‘Benny,’ she says, crouching beside him. His eyes have rolled back in his head, and his breath comes in gasps, fast and erratic.

      ‘Help!’ she screams. She presses her palm to him, comforting.

      ‘I’m here, boy,’ she whispers, patting her pocket for her phone. But it’s not there and she pictures it, lying on the kitchen table after the phone call with her mum.

      ‘Who’s done this to you?’ she sobs, as she tries to work out what to do.

      There’s only one thing she can do, in the end. She runs, leaving Benny where he is, and grabs her phone from the table. She’s back by his side within seconds, waiting for someone at the vets to pick up.

      ‘Help,’ she sobs when they finally do. ‘I think my dog has been poisoned.’
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        11 June 2005

      

      

      Summer leaned back, face tipped up to the evening sun, and rested her head on Amy’s lap. Amy watched her friend, Summer’s eyes ringed with thick black kohl, the circles beneath them darker than ever. Her skin was lightly tanned, her tiny vest top riding up to reveal a belly so flat it was almost concave. She didn’t look well, Amy decided. She said nothing though, knowing Summer would dismiss her as fussing.

      ‘What time does this party get going?’ Summer said.

      ‘Whenever people get here,’ Henry said, his voice cool.

      The pair of them had a falling out earlier. Amy had heard them in Henry’s room, Henry’s voice whispered, urgent. But Summer hadn’t cared who heard them and Amy could clearly hear her telling him she could spend time with whoever she wanted, that he didn’t own her. She’d felt sorry for Henry, wanted to ask him if he was okay before they set off for this party this evening, but she hadn’t managed to get him on his own yet. He was barely looking at Summer now though, she noticed.

      This party was an annual, if unofficial, end of term tradition. Finals finished, students from all courses of the university gathered in a park just outside the city. Amy knew things often got wild – she’d heard stories about arrests and fights and people being taken to hospital before – but she’d still been looking forward to it. The last few weeks of exams had been tough for all of them, but Amy had struggled much more than expected. Probably, she knew, because she hadn’t worked anywhere near as hard as she’d needed to. Because she’d spent too much time with Summer, drinking, smoking, shagging.

      She pushed the thought away now. There was no point in regrets and besides, exams were over now. There was nothing else she could do. Tonight was time to relax and mark the end of an era.

      She dug into the carrier bag she’d brought with her, pulled out a pack of cider. The cans were warm.

      ‘Anyone want one?’

      ‘I will, ta,’ Olivia said, reaching over and grabbing one. She clicked it open, tipped half of it down her throat.

      ‘Thirsty?’ Henry said, one eyebrow cocked.

      ‘Just getting going.’ Olivia winked at him, downed the rest of the can and let out a huge belch. ‘Sorry.’

      ‘Minger,’ Michael said, throwing an empty lager can at her. Olivia dodged and the can hit Summer on the thigh. She glanced down but said nothing, seemingly oblivious. Olivia rolled her eyes.

      It was still a source of sorrow to Amy that Olivia refused to accept Summer. She mostly ignored her, but life would have been much easier for them all if they could have been friends.

      ‘I’ve got friends,’ Olivia had said when Amy asked her why she wouldn’t make an effort. ‘I don’t need any more. Especially not selfish ones who ruin people’s lives.’

      Amy hadn’t challenged her, not wanting to get into that argument again. But it hung over their friendship like a dark cloud, a constant source of tension that made Amy feel like she was being split into two.

      ‘I can’t believe it’s the end already,’ Michael said, stretching out beside Summer. ‘It feels like five minutes since we met.’

      ‘Feels like a lifetime to me,’ Olivia said, grinning. Michael stuck his tongue out.

      ‘So I know what you’re all up to once we get out of here, but what about you, Summer?’ Olivia continued.

      The air quietened, and Summer opened her eyes, shielding them against the sun’s glare.

      ‘What about me what?’

      ‘We’ve all got stuff lined up, you know, work, a bit of travelling. But where are you going after we’ve all left?’

      Amy felt the air contract. She’d never dared ask Summer what she planned to do once they all left town, when they didn’t have their house to stay in any more. Where would she go? What would she do? It seemed impossible that she would have planned anything outside of the little bubble they’d lived in these last few months, where she’d basically camped out on their sofa.

      ‘I’ve got options,’ Summer said.

      ‘Like what?’ Michael pulled his sunglasses down and peered over at her. Summer unscrewed the cap from a bottle of vodka and took a swig – Amy never quite knew how she got her hands on so much booze when she never had any money, but she also didn’t want to know the answer so didn’t ask. She handed the bottle to Michael who shrugged and accepted it.

      ‘I guess I’ll work it out once you’ve all left,’ she said. ‘See what takes my fancy.’

      ‘So you’re not going back to Wales then?’ Olivia was watching her from beneath her heavy fringe. Amy wanted to kick her, tell her to leave it, stop pushing. But it was too late.

      ‘No, I don’t think that would be a good idea,’ Summer said flatly.

      Before anyone could ask her any more questions, Summer leapt to her feet. The nail polish on her toes that she and Amy had painted on a few nights before was chipped, her feet dirty. The strap of one of her sandals was frayed.

      ‘I’m going to see if anyone’s got anything to get this party properly started,’ she said, and marched away towards a group of boys a few metres away.

      ‘Is she getting drugs?’ Olivia’s voice dripped with disdain.

      ‘Of course she is,’ Henry said, watching as she flirted, tossing her hair back and laughing, her lipsticked mouth wide. ‘She can’t help herself.’

      ‘Henry, don’t,’ Amy said.

      Henry whipped his head round. ‘Don’t what, Ames? Look at her.’ He nodded in Summer’s direction.

      ‘Just don’t be like that.’

      Henry cocked his head to one side. ‘Why not? I’ve been nothing but good to her and all she’s done the entire time we’ve been together is treat me like shit, sleeping with anyone who shows her the slightest bit of attention – male or female.’ He fixed her with a stare. ‘I think I’m entitled to be a bit pissed off, don’t you?’

      Amy wanted to defend Summer, tell Henry he was wrong. The trouble was, they all knew he wasn’t. Henry was by no means perfect, but Summer had treated him badly. And although she’d made it clear they weren’t exclusive, Amy knew Henry had never really believed she meant it.

      Amy reached for Henry’s hand. ‘Don’t let it ruin your night, H. You know what Summer’s like. The more you try to stop her doing something the more she’ll want to do it. Let’s just try and have some fun, okay?’

      He nodded, and planted a kiss on the back of Amy’s hand. ‘I’ll drop it for now, but only because you asked me to,’ he said, squeezing her hand then letting it go. ‘Now, who’s got that bloody vodka?’
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        * * *

      

      By the time the sun dipped below the horizon, the party was in full swing. There were bodies dotted everywhere, strewn across the grass like litter, and someone had started a fire, despite the warm evening.

      For Amy, everything was beginning to feel a little fuzzy.

      Beside her, Summer had opened yet another vodka bottle. She passed it to Amy.

      ‘I’m okay, thanks. I think I need a break.’

      Summer squinted at her. In the firelight, her face had a strange look, shadows creating skeletal dips in her cheekbones. ‘Come on, don’t be a lightweight.’

      Amy shook her head. ‘No, really, I don’t want any at the moment, thanks.’ The words came out more sharply than she’d intended and she could see Summer watching her. She wasn’t going to apologise. She’d done enough of that recently.

      The truth was, she was pretty pissed off with Summer. She’d spent the last few months defending her to anyone and everyone. She’s not stealing, she’s not cruel to Henry, she isn’t leading me astray. But tonight it was though a veil had been lifted and she could see for the first time what lots of other people – especially Olivia – seemed to see.

      Summer could be cruel. She was often dismissive of Amy, and even worse with other people. She had led her astray and, while Amy was aware she could have said no at any point to Summer’s ideas, she also knew if it hadn’t been for Summer, she would never have stopped swimming, or messed up her exams.

      Because despite what she’d told the others, she was fairly certain she had messed up.

      Right now, she just wanted to get away from Summer for a while. She’d been worse than ever this evening, flirting to get things for free, drinking too much, taking God only knew what drugs. Her pupils were huge and she was drinking vodka like water and Amy just needed to be somewhere else. Somewhere less volatile.

      She stood, brushed grass off her skirt. There was a bruise on her shin and her lace had come undone.

      ‘I’m going for water.’

      She stalked off into the darkness, leaving Summer on the rug with her head propped on Michael’s thigh.

      She moved towards the fire where people were dancing and smoking and singing and kissing. It felt too frenetic, the pounding beat of the music drumming inside her skull. She walked round the edge of the clearing, the ground becoming more overgrown beneath her feet the further away she moved from the fire. There were still odd huddles of people here, bodies close together, laughing, chatting. She kept going, head down, through the trees, the ground uneven now. She stumbled, regained balance. Her eyes had adjusted to the light, and she could make out a gap between the trees ahead, opening out to the edge of the lake. The ground dipped, and then there she was, the lake in front of her, glittering in the moonlight. She thought about stripping off and diving in, her strong muscles easily carrying her across to the other side and back again. But she knew it would be dangerous, that deep, cold water and too much booze didn’t mix.

      In the background she could still hear the distant beat of music, the rumble of voices, the odd laugh, but the trees muffled the sounds so that it felt like she was underwater. She saw a log on its side and sat on it, drawing in long, deep lungfuls of air, and waited for her head to stop spinning.

      Slowly, it did, and she stretched her legs out. She could still see the muscles from her swimming flex and she wiggled her feet, watched them contract and relax, contract and relax. She rolled her shoulders and lifted her head to the sky, eyes closed. This was what she needed, just a quiet few minutes alone.

      A rustling in the undergrowth behind her made her freeze, and she held her breath, listening. Who was that? Was someone sneaking up on her or was it just an animal scampering around?

      She slowly turned her head, but could see nobody. Shadows dodged and moved and toyed with her, and her heart rate accelerated. She wasn’t far from the party, from where there were lots of people and she’d be safe, but she felt suddenly vulnerable out here on her own.

      She was about to stand when a voice stopped her in her tracks.

      ‘A bit too much for you too?’

      She squinted through the darkness, her heart thumping.

      ‘Hello?’ she said. ‘Who’s there?’

      A white shirt appeared in the clearing just as the voice said, ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to scare you.’

      ‘Oh. Hello, Professor Owens.’

      He was the last person Amy had expected to see here. In fact, come to think of it, what was he doing here?

      ‘Do you mind if I join you for a minute?’ he said, stepping over the log and lowering himself down beside her without waiting for her reply. His arm pressed against hers, his skin hot to the touch, and she inched away.

      There was a rustle of card, then he held out a cigarette packet.

      ‘Want one?’

      ‘Oh, I…’ She hesitated.

      ‘Yeah, I know. I should be setting a better example.’ She saw him grimace in the dim light. ‘But fuck it, none of you are my students any more, are you?’

      She took a cigarette and waited as he lit it, the flare of the match lighting up her face. She inhaled deeply, feeling her lungs burning. Held it, then blew the smoke out into the clear air.

      She was aware of Professor Owens – Andrew – sitting beside her. She watched the smoke he blew out disappear, heard him breathing. She didn’t know what to say, so said nothing.

      A bat swooped down, almost touching the surface of the lake before rising up again and disappearing into the treetops. A cheer went up behind them. Someone coughed.

      ‘So what are your plans?’

      Amy jumped at the voice and dropped her half-smoked cigarette, stamped it beneath her foot.

      ‘Plans?’

      ‘You know. After this.’ He arced his hand round, the red glow of the filter painting a rainbow in the black sky.

      ‘I don’t know, really. I’ll have to go home to my mum’s for a bit, then I guess I’ll probably move to London, look for a job.’ She didn’t mention the dreams she’d given up, of being a competitive swimmer.

      ‘And your friends? Have they all got big plans?’

      Amy frowned. Why was he asking this? She shrugged then realised he couldn’t see her. ‘Henry’s got a job lined up at a law firm, but I don’t think anyone else has. I guess they’ll go home and work it out later.’

      ‘You’ll miss them.’

      She glanced at him. He ground his cigarette out on the log and looked up at her, his features indistinct, just the white of his T-shirt clear in the dark.

      ‘Yeah.’

      He looked down at his feet, then out across the lake. She turned away again. She wanted to leave but didn’t know how without seeming rude.

      ‘And Summer?’

      ‘What?’

      He cleared his throat. ‘What do you think Summer will do once you all leave here?’

      Ah. Of course.

      ‘She hasn’t said. I’m not sure she even knows.’

      He sniffed and nodded. ‘Is she here tonight? I haven’t seen her…’

      Amy felt a jab of something deep in her belly. Not jealousy. She didn’t fancy this man. But annoyance? Anger perhaps, that even now everything was about bloody Summer.

      ‘She’s somewhere around. She was off her face when I last saw her, sitting somewhere with Michael.’

      ‘Right.’ He sat another minute then stood, smoothing his hands down the front of his jeans. Ran his hand through his hair. ‘I might just – go.’

      ‘Right. Bye.’

      ‘Bye, Amy. I’ll see you later. And good luck with… everything.’

      She listened as his footsteps retreated through the small scrub of trees and back out into the field. She felt like screaming. Her head hurt and she rubbed it fiercely with her knuckles. The tobacco had made her feel queasy. Maybe the only way to get through tonight was to drink more. Drink herself into oblivion with everyone else and stop giving a shit what people thought of her. She stared out across the lake, watching it lap against the side of a boat, and imagined lowering her warm skin beneath the surface of the water, down, down, down until her head dipped under, her whole body cocooned in her safe space.

      She stood and stomped her way back through the woods towards the park. She needed more booze.

      Emerging from the trees, she was disorientated for a moment. It was much busier here now, crowds of bodies standing in huddles. Flames from the fire flickered high in the air and the wood that had been thrown on crackled. It was so hot she could feel it burn her cheeks even from this distance and she stared for a second, mesmerised.

      ‘Ames!’ She startled at her name and turned to see Olivia weaving her way unsteadily towards her. She was waving a bottle around.

      ‘There you are,’ Olivia said, tripping as she reached her and gripping Amy’s arm to steady herself. Amy felt wobbly enough already and dug her feet into the ground so they didn’t both go flying. ‘Where’ve you been? I’ve been looking for you for ages.’ Olivia’s words were slurred and her eyeliner was smudged under one eye giving her the look of a sad clown.

      ‘I’ve just been down by the lake,’ Amy said, hooking her arm through her friend’s. ‘Now give me some of that, I need to get drunk.’ Olivia handed Amy the bottle with a grin and Amy felt the burn of vodka as it slipped down her throat. She kept her head tipped back until Olivia swiped the bottle back.

      ‘Hey, don’t drink it all.’

      ‘Sorry.’ Amy tried to focus on Olivia’s face but she felt dizzy. Good. ‘Where are the others?’

      ‘What?’

      Someone had turned the music up and Amy could feel the beat thumping from her feet up through her entire body. It was hard to hear anyone. ‘Do you know where everyone else has gone?’

      ‘Henry was around here somewhere. I think Michael is still over there with her.’

      Olivia meant Summer, and usually Amy would correct her, tell her she has a name. But she didn’t feel like it tonight, wanted to let her anger at Summer feel justified.

      ‘Shall we go and rescue him?’

      Olivia looked at her, surprised. ‘What, you don’t want to join them?’

      Amy shrugged. ‘Nah, I reckon we should get Michael up dancing.’

      ‘Fuck yeah!’ Olivia pulled Amy’s hand and dragged her away from the fire. It was totally dark now and the vodka made it hard to make out faces, but Amy knew before they reached the blanket that there was something going on. They both stopped, just out of sight, and watched. A man was standing with his back to them, a silhouette. Summer was looking up at him. Michael was nowhere to be seen, and they watched as Summer’s eyes widened at something the man had said. She stood, birdlike in front of him, hands on her hips.

      ‘What the fuck is going on?’ Olivia stage-whispered. ‘Who is she even talking to?’

      ‘No idea, but he doesn’t look happy.’

      ‘Probably just another one of her conquests feeling rejected.’

      Amy tried to focus on the two figures, strained her ears to hear what they were saying but it was too noisy and the voices were snatched away into the night. She watched Summer’s face distort into a look of disdain, then the man lunged for her and she stepped back and laughed.

      ‘Should we help her?’

      Olivia gave a bitter laugh. ‘I think she can handle herself.’

      Seconds later the figure turned and stalked away. He was unsteady on his feet and as his face came into the light, Olivia gasped. ‘Is that Prof Owens?’ she hissed.

      ‘Looks like it.’

      Olivia clutched Amy’s arm, her nails digging into her flesh. ‘Jesus Christ, tell me she’s not shagging him too?’

      Amy shrugged, torn between wanting to defend Summer and tear her to shreds. What was it about tonight that had made her so angry with Summer? It was as if the wool had been pulled from her eyes and she could finally see what Olivia saw – that Summer was only interested in herself.

      ‘Let’s follow him,’ Olivia hissed, tugging Amy’s arm and pulling her in the direction Professor Owens had disappeared. But it was too late, because Summer had seen them.

      ‘Amy!’ she called, waving her over. Reluctantly, Amy released her arm from Olivia’s grip and walked over to where Summer was already sitting back down in the middle of the rug, unscrewing the cap from what looked like a bottle of whisky.

      ‘What was going on there?’ Amy said, as she reached the blanket and sat down. Olivia hovered behind her, arms folded.

      Summer tipped some drink down her throat and handed the bottle to Amy, who did the same. It felt like fire in her windpipe and she tried not to gag.

      ‘Oh, nothing.’

      ‘It didn’t look like nothing.’ Olivia’s voice dripped with disdain through the darkness. Summer looked up at her, her eyes glinting in the firelight.

      ‘He just wanted me to go for a walk by the lake and I said no, if you must know,’ she said, rolling her eyes.

      ‘A walk? What for?’ Amy was sure she knew exactly what for but she wanted to hear Summer admit it.

      She merely shrugged. ‘God knows.’

      ‘You’ve been shagging him, haven’t you?’ Olivia again, her voice brittle, accusing.

      Summer didn’t flinch. She picked up a bag of what looked like weed and pulled a couple of Rizlas from a packet and started rolling a joint on her thigh. She always made it look so easy and Amy watched, mesmerised.

      ‘I haven’t been shagging him.’ Summer licked the paper and sealed the joint up, searching round for a lighter. ‘I just sucked him off once when I was off my face and now he thinks we’re in some sort of relationship.’

      Amy’s insides felt like liquid. She stared as Summer lit the joint and inhaled deeply, the hollows of her cheeks deepening even more.

      ‘You… you gave Professor Owens a blow job?’ Amy could hardly believe what she was hearing.

      ‘Only once.’ Summer shrugged again. ‘I thought it might get him off my back; he wouldn’t stop hounding me.’ She handed Amy the joint and she took it and inhaled deeply because it was better than trying to find something to say. It wasn’t mixing well with the booze.

      How dare Summer do this? She felt rage burning in her belly.

      ‘Fuck’s sake,’ Olivia said from behind Amy, and by the time Amy had turned round, she was gone. She couldn’t blame her, she felt like she wanted to get well away from Summer right now too.

      ‘What’s got her goat?’ Summer said, twirling her hair with her finger.

      ‘Oh, I don’t know, perhaps she doesn’t think sleeping with a tutor is a great way to behave?’

      The joint and the whisky had made Amy feel bolder than usual.

      ‘I’ve told you, he’s not my tutor,’ Summer said, rolling her eyes.

      ‘No, but he is mine.’

      Summer frowned. ‘I don’t know why you’re so cross about this.’

      There were so many things Amy could say – that Summer was meant to be with Henry, and she didn’t like seeing him treated like this; that she hated the way Summer just took whatever she wanted from whoever she wanted and never cared about the consequences; that she didn’t have to sleep with any man that looked at her; that she didn’t have to make everything about her. But she was too angry, so instead she said nothing.

      ‘Forget it.’ She handed the joint back and stood. The world tipped. ‘I’m going to look for the others. See you later.’

      ‘Suit yourself.’ Summer stood too. ‘I’m going to find someone to have some fun with.’ Then she stalked off into the crowd, her hips swaying from side to side. Amy wanted to punch her.
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      The front door swings open onto the dim hallway and Amy shivers. She leans inside and flicks the switch, relief making her legs weak as the hallway is flooded with light.

      ‘Come on, boy,’ she says, tugging Benny’s lead. He’s woozy but trudges in, his tail wagging half-heartedly.

      Amy slams the door behind her, locks it and slides the bolt into place, then slips Benny’s lead off and follows him into the kitchen.

      ‘Shall we get you some dinner?’ she says, and he looks at her quizzically, head cocked. She busies herself opening a packet of chicken and placing it in Benny’s bowl, refreshing his water. He strolls over, sniffs it, then wanders away to settle in the corner. Amy’s eyes prickle with tears, and she sits at the table and watches her precious boy close his eyes and go to sleep.

      She’s lucky to still have him here. After she found him in the garden she’d rushed him to the vet, who had given him charcoal to make him sick.

      ‘I think he’s eaten rat poison,’ the vet said.

      Who would do something like that?

      Luckily, she’d found him in time, and no permanent damage was done. But she knows this was a warning, and it’s clear that whoever is doing this isn’t playing games.

      If they don’t find out who it is, and quickly, they’re all in danger.

      She feels exhausted, but she still needs to make dinner and tell the others what’s happened. She doesn’t want to scare them, but they need to know.

      She stands, fills the kettle with water and waits by the patio doors while it boils, looking out into the garden. The place that had once felt like her sanctuary was quickly becoming a nightmare.

      How dare whoever was doing this make her frightened to be in her own home?

      In a flare of fury, she unlocks the patio doors and yanks them open, then steps out into the garden. She shivers in the cool evening air, squints into the shadows. But the thick hedge at the bottom isn’t giving up its secrets easily.

      Wrapping her arms around herself, she closes the patio doors, and marches towards the end of the garden, glancing behind every now and then to make sure she’s still alone. Stepping through the hedge, she stops when she sees the place where she found Benny a few hours previously. Her heart hammers as she walks forward, scanning the ground. When she reaches the patch of earth where she’d found him, she crouches down, running her fingertips over the ground.

      And then she sees it. A tiny piece of what looks like chicken. She picks it up carefully between finger and thumb and holds it up to the light. This must be it.

      She stands and marches back towards the house. She needs to clear this area, make sure there are no more traces of whatever poison had been used before Benny can come back outside.

      She yanks open the door to her shed and pulls out a rake, a broom and a spade, then returns to the back of the garden. For the next twenty minutes she frantically digs and sweeps all around the patch of garden, combing the area for any trace of chicken. When she’s finally satisfied that there’s no more left, she puts the tools back in the shed, locks the door and heads back towards the house. But as she gets closer, something catches her eye in one of the top windows on the empty side of the house.

      She stops, squints up. The low evening sun is glinting off the glass. It must have been that.

      She stands, staring up for a few more moments until her eyes blur. She’s about to give up when it happens again. A movement, in the back bedroom. A shadow, nothing more.

      Her legs go weak. She feels like she might collapse right where she’s standing.

      What the hell was that?

      She races back to the house, enters the kitchen. Benny barely looks up. She washes her hands and locks the patio doors, her heart thumping against her chest.

      She’s imagining things. There was nothing there.

      It was just the sun.

      Maybe she’s going mad.
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        * * *

      

      It’s dark by the time Amy remembers she still hasn’t told the others what happened to Benny. She’s been trying to keep herself busy to distract from her terror and has spent the rest of the afternoon cleaning out her office and making food for the freezer. She at least needs to eat properly, try to look after herself.

      By the time twilight comes, she’s run out of distraction techniques. The garden is all shadows and it makes her jittery.

      ‘Come on, Benny, let’s get you outside for a wee,’ she says, tugging gently on his collar.

      Reluctantly he hauls himself up and trots over to the patio doors. Amy has already decided she isn’t going to let him out of her sight today, but she needn’t have worried, because he’s still sleepy from the medication and just wees right in the middle of the lawn before trudging back towards the house.

      Before she follows him, Amy glances back up at the bedroom window. She holds her breath – but there’s nothing there.

      Of course there isn’t.

      She follows Benny back inside and locks up again. Benny eats his dinner, and Amy picks up her phone from the side. There’s a message from Henry.

      
        
          
            
              
        Can you ring me? It’s urgent. H

      

      

      

      

      

      Nothing more. Her heart thumps and she calls Henry back, her hands shaking.

      He answers immediately.

      ‘Are you okay?’ he says.

      ‘Yes. Why?’

      A pause. Then, ‘My boss has been sent a letter.’

      It takes a moment for the words to sink in.

      ‘Oh my God.’ Amy’s words are whispered. ‘What does it say?’

      A long outbreath and Amy imagines Henry puffing out his cheeks. ‘That I’ve sexually assaulted a colleague and that there’s photographic evidence. No picture has been sent yet but…’ He trails off. ‘He says he doesn’t believe it, but… I don’t know, Ames. I feel like this is just the beginning.’

      ‘Benny was poisoned.’ The words blurt out without warning.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I found him in the garden.’ A sob escapes her throat. ‘Someone had fed him some poisoned chicken.’

      ‘Fuck, Amy. Is he okay?’

      ‘He is. He’s here. He’s okay. But I…’ Her voice cracks. ‘I’m scared.’

      ‘Me too.’ Another pause. ‘Have you spoken to the others?’

      ‘Not yet. I was about to message you all about Benny when you texted.’

      ‘Let’s call them.’

      She waits while Henry hangs up and redials in a group video chat. By the time she clicks reply the others are already there.

      ‘I was about to ring you,’ Michael says, before anyone else can speak. He’s pale and grey, as though he hasn’t slept for days.

      ‘Has something happened?’ Amy’s heart rapid-fires against her ribcage and she lowers herself into a chair.

      ‘I…’ Michael starts, his voice catching in his throat. He looks up at them all, wide eyed. ‘My Head got that photo today.’

      ‘Michael! What happened?’

      ‘I had to tell her about the threats, about all of it.’ He swallows. ‘She believed me, for now, that this photo isn’t real. She’s spoken to the child involved too, who’s assured her it’s not.’ He rubs his hand over his face. ‘But I’m terrified that this is only going to get worse. What if this is sent to everyone? All the parents, the governors, the local paper? There’d be a witch-hunt and I…’ He stops, unable to go on.

      ‘Something happened to Connor today too.’ Olivia’s voice is so quiet Amy isn’t sure whether she heard her properly. One look at her face tells her she almost certainly did.

      ‘What happened, Liv?’ Henry says gently.

      ‘He says someone followed him on the way home.’ She rubs her eye, leaving a trail of smudged mascara behind. ‘I can’t… I don’t even know what to say to him.’

      ‘Did he see who it was?’

      Olivia shakes her head. ‘He didn’t see a face. But when he came through the door he could hardly catch his breath and the poor kid looked petrified.’ A tear tracks down her cheek and she swipes it away angrily. ‘We have to stop this.’

      ‘We should go to the police now,’ Michael says. ‘This has gone far enough.’

      ‘But…’ Amy stops, unsure. ‘If we get the police involved, won’t this just get worse?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ Michael says. ‘How can it be any worse?’

      ‘My last letter warned me to stay out of it. Not just stay away from Hannah, but completely. I’m just scared that, if we get the police involved, it could escalate even more.’

      Amy studies their faces on the tiny screen. They all look haunted. She knows how they feel.

      ‘Amy’s right,’ Henry says.

      ‘So what do you suggest we do then?’ Michael’s voice trembles. ‘Sit and wait for something worse to happen?’

      ‘No. I still think we should try and get to the bottom of this ourselves.’

      ‘But how? It hasn’t gone very well so far.’

      ‘I’m not sure,’ Henry says. ‘Leave it with me.’

      After they’ve said their goodbyes, Amy feels rattled. Events have escalated quicker than she’d imagined. Whoever is doing this clearly isn’t going to stop until they get what they want – whatever that is.

      She wishes she could just turn her phone off, climb into bed and never think about any of this – or them – ever again. But it’s all too late for that.

      The garden is in complete darkness now and she feels vulnerable in the light of the kitchen. Benny is no longer in his basket, so she goes to search for him.

      She pokes her head into the living room but he’s not in there. Her body thrums with tension as she runs up the stairs.

      ‘Benny, where are you, boy?’ she calls, trying to keep the panic out of her voice.

      He’s not in her bedroom and he’s nowhere to be seen on the landing either. A scrabbling sound from her office draws her attention and she pushes the door open quietly. Benny is in the corner, by the sofa, scratching at the carpet with one paw. He looks round when she enters and whines, a low, pitiful sound, then looks back at the corner.

      ‘What have you seen?’ she says. She bends to peer into the corner as well but there’s nothing obvious there. She tugs him away, the thought suddenly coming to her that he could have found something else to eat, some other poisoned piece of meat.

      But no. She’s being ridiculous. Nobody has been in the house planting food.

      They couldn’t.

      Could they?

      She’s suddenly on full alert, all her senses prickling. Could someone have been here – invading the sanctity of her home – without her knowing?

      She holds her breath, listens. But all she can hear is her pulse roaring in her ears.

      And then Benny barks.

      ‘Shhh,’ she soothes, crouching back down into the corner. Benny’s fur is standing on end and his tail is puffed up.

      And then there it is again. A scratching sound, a muffled thud.

      She recoils. She wants to scream but her throat is blocked.

      Is there someone in her house, on the other side of this wall? And if so, could it be whoever hurt Benny and threatened the others?

      She knows she should ring the others again, or even her mum and ask Simon to come over and help her check for intruders. But she doesn’t want to admit that she’s frightened, or be forced to explain to her mum what’s been going on.

      And she can’t shake off what Henry said either.

      You’re right not to trust anyone right now.

      He told her not to trust anyone – and that includes each other.
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        * * *

      

      That night she goes to bed, but she’s not expecting to sleep. Benny curls up beside her, his slow, steady breathing and warm body a comfort.

      She’s double-checked all the locks, closed the curtains, pulled chains across, but she still can’t relax. Benny’s snoozing appeases her somewhat – if he’s calm, surely there’s no imminent danger?

      But she can’t stop thinking about the noises she heard. She’s on high alert, her body thrumming with tension, her eyes snapping open at the slightest sound.

      She must drift off at some point though, because the darkest moments of the night are punctuated by dreams, terrible images.

      Summer’s cold, lifeless body being dragged from the lake.

      Benny’s body lying prone in her garden.

      A shadowy figure creeping round her house. Pushing open her bedroom door, standing over her…

      Her eyes fly open, and she’s gasping for breath. Her body’s drenched in sweat.

      There’s no one there.

      She’s fine.

      She’s safe.

      It takes a while for her heart rate to return to normal, and when it does she pushes the duvet off her and swings her legs out of bed. Benny peers up at her sleepily, but then carries on snoozing, lost in a dream world that probably doesn’t involve dead bodies and threatening letters. She wishes she could be more like him.

      But this can’t go on.

      She needs to do something.
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      It’s still early, only just light, but Amy’s been up since the early hours and needs to get out of the house. Grabbing Benny’s lead, she calls him. Seconds later he’s by her side, tail wagging nineteen to the dozen, seemingly unaffected by what he’s been through.

      She wishes she could say the same.

      Outside, the wind is strong, and it makes Amy’s eyes water. They march along the seafront and she finds herself scouring faces, glancing down alleyways, holding her breath as she turns corners, searching, always searching. But despite her nerves, the overall feeling is one of relief. Relief to be away from the house, to have a few moments to stop being on high alert.

      After an hour of letting Benny run around on the beach, she’s about to head towards home when she has an overwhelming urge to see her mum.

      Ten minutes later she’s knocking on the door. Janet opens it almost immediately.

      ‘Oh, hello, love, I wasn’t expecting to see you until later,’ she says, stepping aside.

      ‘I was just passing,’ Amy says, entering the narrow hallway and removing her coat and shoes, then following her mum through to the kitchen. ‘No Simon today?’

      ‘An early tee time at the golf club,’ Janet says.

      ‘Right.’ As Janet boils the kettle, Amy fills a bowl with water and puts it on the floor for Benny. It’s not until she sits down at the table that she notices her mum is much quieter than usual.

      ‘Everything okay?’

      Janet stills, but doesn’t turn around. Amy feels a beat of anxiety thump in her belly.

      ‘Mum?’ She stands, but before she reaches her, Janet turns round, a smile plastered on her face.

      ‘I’m fine, love, honestly. Just a bit tired.’

      But the sparkle has gone from her eyes, and Amy knows she’s lying. She steps towards her and gently takes the mug from her mum’s hand and places it back down on the side, then leads her to the table and makes her sit. She takes a seat opposite and reaches for her hand, cupping it in hers.

      ‘Mum. You’re scaring me. Has something happened? Is it Simon?’

      Janet looks up, surprise on her face. ‘Simon? No, love, it’s nothing to do with Simon.’ Her face crinkles and Amy can see she’s fighting to hold back tears. Her mum never cries. Finally, Janet looks up. ‘Someone’s been here.’

      ‘Here? What do you mean?’

      ‘In the house.’

      A bolt of dread pierces Amy. ‘Are you… are you sure?’

      Janet looks down at the table. ‘I thought I was imagining it, to be honest. The back door was unlocked when I got home yesterday even though I definitely remembered locking it. But then I noticed some of my things had been moved around in the front room, you know, my ornaments and things.’ She stops, looks up. ‘I assumed it was Simon at first. But when I asked him he – he said he hadn’t…’ She stops, tears shimmering in her eyes. ‘He hadn’t even been here.’

      Amy squeezes her mum’s hands tightly. Her mum’s house is small but immaculate, everything in its place. So as much as Amy would like to reassure her that she probably did imagine it, Amy knows she must be right about someone having been here.

      The question is, why? And what do they want?

      ‘Have you told anyone else?’ Amy says.

      Janet shakes her head. ‘When Simon said he hadn’t been here I dismissed it, told myself I must be mistaken. But I can’t stop thinking about it. Because I know I wasn’t.’ She stops. ‘Do you think I’m going mad?’

      ‘No, Mum. I don’t.’ This is the time. Amy needs to tell her mum what’s been going on. Needs to warn her.

      She takes a deep breath.

      ‘Has anything else happened?’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘I don’t know. Have you had any notes?’

      Janet frowns. ‘Notes?’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘Let me just make tea, then I need to tell you something.’

      Janet waits quietly, deep in thought. She jumps when Amy plonks a mug of builder’s tea in front of her. It’s so unlike her mum to be nervy and Amy is suddenly unsure whether she should be burdening her with all of this.

      But she has to. Because she could be in danger too.

      Over the next few minutes, Amy tells her mum everything: about the letters they’ve all received, about the noises in her house, about Benny’s poisoning, about her old friends being back in her life again. And about her suspicions about everyone.

      ‘I can’t believe you haven’t told me any of this before,’ Janet says.

      ‘I didn’t want to worry you,’ Amy says. ‘I hoped it would go away.’

      ‘But it hasn’t?’

      Amy shakes her head.

      ‘I wish you wouldn’t push me away, love,’ Janet says, stroking Amy’s cheek. ‘Sometimes it’s better to let people in.’

      Amy nods, but can’t speak, her throat blocked. Janet reaches for her hand.

      ‘But you think this could be something to do with it, do you?’

      Amy raises her head and meets her mum’s eyes. ‘I think that whoever is doing this is trying to scare us all into staying away, not getting involved. They’re clearly worried we all know something – and the best way to get someone to do what you want is to threaten the people and things that matter the most to them.’ She looks Janet in the eye. ‘And for me, that’s Benny – and you.’

      ‘But no one has actually threatened me, love,’ Janet says.

      ‘Not directly. But they want you – and me – to know they’re here, watching. I’m sure of it.’

      Janet says nothing for a minute, and Amy gives her a moment for it to sink in. It’s a lot.

      In the corner, Benny snuffles, repositioning himself on the tiles.

      ‘Have you been to the police?’ Janet says.

      Amy shakes her head. ‘Not yet.’

      ‘But love, you must. They can help you. It’s what they’re there for.’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘No. We’ve all agreed not to for now. They weren’t particularly interested twenty years ago when Summer died. I’m not sure they’ll be that interested now in some threats and a poorly dog. And…’ She stops. ‘I’m scared that getting the police involved will just put us in even more danger.’

      ‘So you’re just planning to ignore it?’

      Amy shakes her head again. ‘We’re going to sort it. I promise.’

      Janet sighs. ‘I worry about you, love.’

      ‘Me?’

      Janet pauses. Then, ‘After last time, you know.’

      Amy looks away, ashamed. Because she knows exactly what her mum means. Years ago, when she first moved back home after her breakdown, she’d been burnt out, exhausted, empty. Her mum had let her move back in with her, no questions asked. She’d been her rock and quite frankly Amy doesn’t think she’d have got through the dark times without her. But it had taken its toll on her. On both of them.

      ‘I’m not going to have another breakdown, Mum, I promise.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘I’ll be okay.’

      ‘And you won’t consider coming here to stay?’

      Amy smiles sadly. ‘I can’t let them drive me out of my home.’

      ‘Not even for a few days?’

      ‘No. Really, I’m fine. And you’ve got Simon. But promise me you’ll tell me if you’re worried about anything? Even if you think it’s nothing?’

      ‘I will.’ Janet stands abruptly. ‘Now will you at least let me make you something to eat?’

      Amy smiles. ‘Sure. Thanks, Mum.’
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      Amy can’t stop thinking about someone breaking into her mum’s house – because despite what she told her, she is scared.

      When she’d got home from her mum’s yesterday, there had been another email from Hannah Hastings asking if she’d had any more thoughts about speaking to her. And that was when Amy had remembered the half-finished reply she’d started writing on the day Benny was poisoned. It had gone out of her head after the terror of that day.

      But now that her mum has been dragged into this too, Amy is desperate to find out what Hannah knows – which is why she’s agreed to speak to her, against everyone else’s wishes.

      If she doesn’t find anything out, no one needs to know.

      As she drives to Hannah’s flat, a sense of calm settles over her. Perhaps it’s because she’s finally taking matters into her own hands. Or perhaps it’s knowing that her mum needs her to be strong that’s calmed her frazzled nerves. Whatever the reason, she’s grateful for it. For the first time in weeks, she feels focused.

      She pulls into the car park close to Hannah’s flat. She climbs out and lets Benny out too, clipping on his lead. She checks her surroundings to make sure no one has followed her, then sets off.

      Hannah buzzes her up immediately.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind me bringing Benny,’ Amy says, as she reaches the second-floor landing. ‘I don’t like leaving him on his own after…’ She trails off, remembering she hasn’t told Hannah about the poisoning yet.

      ‘Of course not,’ Hannah says.

      The flat is small, just one room for the kitchen, dining room and living space combined. A couple of doors lead off it, which Amy assumes is the bathroom and a bedroom.

      ‘It’s nothing special, but it’s just for a few weeks – hopefully,’ Hannah says. ‘Make yourself at home and I’ll make some drinks.’

      Amy sits at the tiny table, one side of which is piled high with paper, while on the other side there’s a microphone, recording equipment and headphones. Hannah lifts a pile of papers then sets down a teapot, a pot of coffee and a mug.

      ‘I wasn’t sure what you’d want so I made both.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Hannah seems nervous, which takes Amy by surprise. Last time they’d met, and on her podcast, she sounded confident, assured. But today she seems on edge, eager to please. Her red hair is scraped up with a butterfly clip and she is make-up free which makes her look younger. The circles under her eyes give away her lack of sleep and Amy wonders what’s been keeping her awake at night.

      Benny settles at Amy’s feet as Hannah goes back into the kitchen area and starts pulling out pans. ‘I thought you might not have had time for breakfast. Shall I make us some eggs?’ she says.

      Amy’s belly rumbles, and she nods. ‘That would be great, thank you.’

      ‘While I cook, why don’t you read this.’ Hannah hands her a few sheafs. ‘It’s a few articles I found plus some statements with quotes from Summer’s friends including… well, including you.’

      Amy looks up, surprised. ‘Statements?’

      ‘Police statements. From 2005.’

      Amy stares at her. ‘How did you get hold of these?’

      Hannah shrugs. ‘I’ve been doing this for a long time. I have my means.’

      ‘But… is that even legal?’

      ‘It’s a grey area.’ Hannah turns back to face the stove and cracks eggs into a pan. ‘Anyway, I’ve highlighted the names and the most important things they said so it should be quite easy to follow. I thought you might know some of the people, or at least know where I might find them.’

      ‘I’m not sure…’ Amy wasn’t expecting this. She needs to tell Hannah about the letters, about what’s happened to Benny, about Olivia, Michael and Henry, about her mum – and most importantly about the danger she could be in.

      But she’s also curious, so she simply smiles and nods and flicks through the pile of printouts.

      There are statements from people she hasn’t thought about for years. Her swim coach Paul, who told police that Amy spent a lot of time with Summer and that it had effectively ruined her budding swimming career; Professor Owens, who police apparently questioned about his relationship with Summer, and which he vehemently denied.

      Her hands are shaking and she takes a deep breath. Hannah still has her back to her, stirring something in a pan. She flicks to the next page.

      It’s an article which quotes all of them – her, Henry, Michael and Olivia. She skim-reads it, trying to pick out anything important, but there doesn’t appear to be anything she hasn’t seen before.

      The next few pages don’t seem to add anything much either so she passes over them quickly. Then, on the next page, she stops. There’s a photo of her and Summer that she hasn’t seen before, and it makes her breath catch in her throat. In it, they have their arms round each other. The sun is shining and Summer’s hair glows. Amy had forgotten how tiny Summer was, her limbs wiry and tanned, arms like matchsticks. Beside her, Amy looks tall – which at five feet nine inches she is, she supposes – and healthy. Her legs are toned in a pair of short shorts, and her face is line-free. But it’s the expression on their faces that makes her heart clench the most. They look so happy, so carefree, and it makes her heart hurt.

      Because she doesn’t remember this day, and she can barely remember being this person. But it’s clear that all the memories she has of Summer – of her being uncaring, selfish – have been tainted by what happened later. Because it’s clear that Summer did care about her, once.

      ‘Everything okay?’

      ‘Oh, yes.’ Amy looks up to see Hannah’s handing her a plateful of scrambled egg, toast and avocado. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘That’s a lovely photo of you and Summer,’ Hannah says, popping a mouthful of avocado into her mouth.

      ‘I’ve never seen it before.’

      Hannah raises her eyebrows. ‘Really? It was in a few articles.’

      Amy finishes chewing her mouthful, swallows. ‘I stopped reading them after a while. It was too hard.’

      Hannah studies her, chewing methodically.

      ‘Did you get to the police reports yet?’

      ‘Some of them.’ Amy flips to the next page. She sees her own name at the top and looks away. ‘How many have you got?’

      ‘A few. Seven or eight.’

      Amy nods but says nothing. She never knew what any of her friends told the police that day, and they never talked about it. But truthfully, she’s not sure that she wants to know even now.

      Hannah pours coffee and offers it to Amy. ‘I’ll have tea, thanks.’ She picks the pot up and pours, adds milk.

      ‘Do you want me to summarise my main findings so far?’ Hannah’s words cut through her thoughts. She wants to find out more, of course she does, especially about this mysterious woman Hannah met after her visit to the commune. But she’s not sure she’s ready yet, or strong enough.

      ‘Actually, I need to tell you something first.’

      ‘Oh?’ Hannah looks surprised, and Amy finds she’s pleased to have the upper hand for a change.

      Amy picks her bag up from the floor, pulls out a piece of paper. She lays it flat on the table and pushes it towards Hannah.

      Hannah stares at it for a moment, then looks up, a question on her face.

      ‘What’s this?’

      ‘It’s a note.’

      ‘Right.’ Two spots of red have appeared on Hannah’s cheeks and her eyes dart from side to side.

      ‘You recognise it, don’t you?’

      Hannah’s eyes widen. ‘You think I sent it?’

      ‘No! God, no.’ Amy shakes her head, a seed of doubt entering her head. ‘That’s not what I meant at all.’

      Hannah waits silently.

      ‘Do you recognise the writing?’

      Hannah hesitates, then reaches across the table and flicks through a pile of papers. She pulls something out of the middle. Amy can already see it’s on the same sort of tatty paper as her own note, and she holds her breath as Hannah hands it to her.

      ‘I was sent one too.’ Hannah nods at it.

      Amy looks down at the familiar black spidery scrawl and her breath catches in her throat.

      
        
        Stop looking into Summer’s death. If you don’t, you’ll regret it.

      

      

      Amy’s stomach tightens and she leans forward to look Hannah directly in the eye. ‘You know you need to take this seriously, don’t you?’

      Hannah shakes her head. ‘Honestly, I get sent stuff like this all the time. It comes with the territory. There are always people who think you’re getting a little too close to the bone and want to warn you off.’ She shrugs. ‘But that’s the whole point of what I do. That’s exactly what I am trying to do. And nothing bad has ever happened.’

      ‘Apart from when you were kidnapped.’

      Hannah has the grace to nod in acknowledgement. ‘Fair point. But even that wasn’t as frightening as it sounds. I always knew they weren’t actually going to hurt me, they just panicked.’

      Amy leans forward even further. ‘This is different.’

      Hannah shakes her head. ‘I don’t think it is.’

      ‘Please listen to me.’ Desperation burns Amy’s throat. She needs to make Hannah understand. ‘I received this letter over a week ago, and another one a few days later. The others – Olivia, Michael and Henry – have had them too. But even since then things have escalated.’ She pauses, trying to compose herself. ‘Someone sent an email to Henry’s boss accusing him of sexual assault.’ She counts on her fingers. ‘Michael’s boss has been sent a photo of him in a compromising position with a pupil – a fake photo – and Olivia’s son Connor was followed home the other day. Plus someone poisoned Benny, and broke into my mum’s house.’

      ‘That’s terrible,’ Hannah says quietly. Neither of them have touched their food, the eggs congealing on their plates.

      ‘I know you think you’re invincible, Hannah, but I need you to understand that whoever is doing this means business. And I’m scared we could all be in serious danger.’

      Hannah’s face is white, but she lifts her chin. ‘I appreciate what you’re trying to do,’ she says. ‘But I’m fine.’ She picks up her letter and puts it back on the pile it came from. ‘And I refuse to be spooked by some idiot.’

      ‘But I’ve just told you, things are already escalating.’

      ‘I know what you’ve told me. But this is why what I do is so important.’ She leans back, arms folded. ‘I grew up reading Agatha Christie. I was obsessed with her. My parents had a huge library of books so the world was my oyster as a child. As a teenager that obsession turned into a fascination for true crime – I read all the true crime books I could get my hands on until the library ran out of books. I read magazines, papers, and watched documentaries, YouTube videos – anything I could find. And then I started listening to true crime podcasts and I knew that was what I wanted to do.

      ‘So many of these people do so much good, you know. Cases that the police can’t possibly keep open because they don’t have the time or the resources – or because the person murdered just didn’t matter enough to society.’ Hannah shakes her head. ‘I wanted to be that person, the person who got justice where it had previously been denied. And I’m bloody good at it. I get results. Not every time, but often enough to make it worthwhile. And that’s why people want to stop me. Because they know it’s likely that, eventually, I’ll get to the truth.’

      Amy watches her, heart thumping in her chest.

      ‘But this isn’t just about you,’ she says eventually. ‘This is about other people’s lives too. Mine, Henry’s. Olivia’s. Michael’s. My mum’s. I don’t know anything about what actually happened to Summer twenty years ago, but whoever is sending these notes seems to think I do. And they think we’re talking to you.’

      ‘Well, you are.’ Hannah leans forward, eyes shining. ‘So will you speak to me, properly?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘For the podcast. Will you let me interview you?’

      ‘Haven’t you heard a word I’ve just said?’

      ‘Of course I have. But haven’t you heard a word I’ve said either?’

      ‘That you think this isn’t serious? That you believe you’re some sort of vigilante, fighting for justice? Oh, I’ve heard it.’

      A half-smile sweeps across Hannah’s face. ‘That’s not what I believe. But I do believe that with your help we could get to the truth quicker.’ She casts her arm round the table. ‘Look at all this evidence I’ve gathered already.’

      ‘Illegally, in some cases.’

      Hannah ignores her. ‘The point is, I’m close, Amy. Something happened to your friend that day and whatever it was, it was not an accident. Stories were changed, things didn’t add up, but the police didn’t seem to want to know.’ She folds her arms. ‘I’ll find out what it was with or without you. I just think it would be easier if we worked together.’

      A beat of silence, then Amy stands, her chair scraping across the cheap tiles. ‘I can’t do this. I thought you might be able to help me, but you only seem interested in what works for you. I need to leave.’

      Hannah stays seated. ‘That’s a shame. I was really hoping you’d have changed your mind about speaking to me.’

      Amy swallows down a reply, and tugs on Benny’s collar. He reluctantly drags himself to his feet. ‘And I really hope you change your mind about pursuing this. For all our sakes.’
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        * * *

      

      It takes Amy the entire journey home to stop shaking. It’s fury as well as fear coursing through her veins now, and she takes some deep breaths as she drives. By the time she pulls up outside her house, she finally feels as though she can breathe freely again.

      She sits in her car for a moment and looks up at the house she’s called home for more than seven years.

      This house, her pride and joy. She imagined herself living here from the very first time she saw it. The double-fronted building was neglected, back then, ivy choking the windows and doors, smothering its walls. But from the minute the estate agent had pulled up outside and she’d sat, more or less where she’s sitting now, looking up at it from the road, she’d known.

      This was the place she wanted to call home.

      Never mind that most of the woodwork inside was rotten, that the walls were riddled with damp, or that the plumbing and electrics were hazardous. The place just cocooned her from the moment she stepped through the front door.

      And that feeling had never left her.

      Until now.

      Now, sitting here looking up at the home she’s always loved, she feels a sense of foreboding. As though the house is holding secrets, a malevolent force. What she can’t work out is whether it’s the house that’s changed, or her.

      Reluctantly she opens the door and climbs out. She lets Benny out, opens the front gate, and he bounds up the garden path, stopping to sniff every few feet.

      Inside the house, she still feels rattled. By the feeling she had outside, or by Hannah’s words?

      She slips off her shoes and jacket and walks towards the back of the house and the kitchen. Always on alert these days, she half-listens for unexpected sounds. But all she can hear is the hum of the boiler and the tick of the fridge. She glances into the back garden then, satisfied there’s no one there lurking in the shadows, she sits at the table and pulls out her phone.

      She needs to finally give the others an update. She opens WhatsApp and types.

      
        
          
            
              
        I know we agreed not to, but I went to see Hannah Hastings. She’s received a note too and it’s definitely from the same person. I tried to warn her off but she isn’t taking it seriously and is determined to carry on.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        This isn’t going to stop. I think we need another plan. Can we meet?

      

      

      

      

      

      While she waits for a reply, she makes tea and feeds Benny. But she’s distracted, checking her phone every few seconds.

      When the phone finally rings it makes her jump.

      ‘Hello, Olivia.’

      ‘I thought we agreed not to speak to anyone yet?’ she says, without preamble.

      ‘We did, but I couldn’t just sit around and do nothing.’

      ‘What did you think going to see Hannah was going to achieve, apart from putting us all in even more danger?’ Olivia’s voice is shaky, less certain than usual.

      ‘I hoped she might have some more information that might help us solve this.’

      ‘And did she?’

      Amy hesitates. How can she tell Olivia that she left before she had a chance to find out?

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      Silence hums on the line. It takes a moment for Amy to realise that Olivia’s crying.

      ‘I don’t know what to do,’ she says, her voice hitching. ‘I’m terrified someone’s going to hurt Connor. I think about it all the time. It’s affecting my work, I’m suspicious of everyone. I can’t sleep, I’m not eating. I… I feel like I’m going mad and I just need it to stop. Whatever it takes.’

      ‘I know,’ Amy says. ‘Me too.’

      A muffled thud distracts Amy, and she almost drops her phone. ‘Fuck!’

      ‘What? Amy, what’s happened?’

      ‘I…’ Amy can almost taste the fear in her throat. ‘I… heard a noise.’

      ‘What sort of noise?’

      Amy holds her breath for a moment, listens. There’s nothing. But she’s absolutely certain there was something. She glances down at Benny and he’s on alert too, his ears pinned back, staring at the entrance to the stairs.

      Amy drops her voice to a whisper. ‘I think there’s someone here.’

      ‘In your house?’

      ‘In the closed-up side of my house. The part I don’t use. I – I’ve heard it a few times.’

      ‘You need to get out of there.’

      ‘I can’t. I’ve got to work.’ She creeps towards the kitchen doorway and the bottom of the stairs.

      ‘Amy? Are you still there?’

      ‘Yes,’ Amy says, her voice a whisper. ‘I’m just listening.’

      ‘And?’

      Amy holds her breath again, presses her ear against the wall. All she can hear is the pounding of her own pulse.

      ‘Nothing.’ She lets out a breath. ‘But I’m going to have a look.’

      ‘No!’ Olivia shouts, frantic. ‘What if there’s someone there and they’re dangerous?’

      ‘I can’t keep ignoring it.’

      ‘Then take someone with you. Please.’

      ‘Who?’

      A pause, then, ‘I would come over, but I’m tied up at work for the next few hours. Carl’s off today, I could ask him to come, check out what’s going on?’

      ‘You can’t ask him to do that; it would take him hours to get here.’

      ‘I’m sure he won’t mind. He’s been worried about me, been asking for updates. I know he wants this to be over as much as we do.’

      ‘That’s really kind, but honestly, I’m fine.’

      ‘Okay. But please don’t go in there alone, Amy. Promise me?’

      ‘I won’t, I promise.’

      ‘So who will you ask? Henry?’ Olivia clearly isn’t going to let this go, and Amy is afraid that if she doesn’t come up with a solution, Olivia will send Carl over anyway, and she can’t have him driving all that way for something that could end up being a figment of her imagination.

      ‘I’ll ask Simon, my mum’s partner, to come with me.’

      ‘If you’re sure.’

      ‘I’m sure.’

      They say their goodbyes, and when she ends the call, Amy slumps onto the bottom step. She feels utterly defeated.

      This has got to end, one way or another.
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        11 June 2005

      

      

      Amy hauled herself to her feet. She felt unsteady, her head spinning from the mix of booze and weed, but a rage was burning through her and she needed to walk it off.

      ‘Where are you going?’ Olivia tugged her sleeve. Her pupils were huge in the dark, her face pale.

      ‘I need to get out of here for a bit.’

      ‘I’ll come with you.’

      Amy shook her off. ‘Sorry, Liv, I just need to be on my own.’ She stalked off before Olivia could reply, away from the party and into the syrupy darkness of the park.

      She could barely make out the path in front of her, so she didn’t bother to look down, just trusted she’d know where she was when she got there. She broke into a jog, picking up speed, arms pumping at her sides, her lungs burning in protest. With every step, her anger subsided, dying down from a burning inferno to a small, flickering candle.

      Before long she arrived at the edge of the lake again, just as she’d hoped to. It was matt black, just a few sparkles in the centre where the stars caught the ripples on the surface. She stopped, let her breathing slow, staring out into the depths.

      It was calling to her, urging her in and, even though she knew it wasn’t sensible, knew that the alcohol in her system made entering the water a fool’s game, she also knew this time she wasn’t going to resist. It was pulling her, magnetic, so before she could talk herself out of it, she tugged her top and shorts off and waded out. The freezing water made her gasp as it hit her toes, her ankles, her calves. She kept going, blood pumping round her veins as the water covered her hips, her belly, almost taking her breath away as her chest sank below the surface. She pushed herself off from the soft ground and lowered her face into the water, propelling herself forward with her arms. A few strokes and her body began to acclimatise, to settle into a rhythm, the feel of the water as natural to her as breathing. She lifted her head and changed to a breaststroke, enjoying the pull of her muscles as she pushed herself forward, on towards the centre of the lake.

      Eventually she stopped and turned round to look back at where she’d come from. The sounds of the party were barely audible from here, the music a low pounding, voices a deep rumble, and she felt herself relax, at last. She tipped her head back and looked at the night sky, the stars tiny pinpricks, letting herself float.

      This was her happy place, in the water, it helped her decompress. And tonight, as she floated there, weightless, she wished she could forget everything, press the reset button. Go back to the way everything had been, before Summer appeared. Was she unkind to think like this? Maybe.

      But she wished it all the same.

      Her skin was cold now and she was beginning to shiver so she tipped herself back upright and swam back towards the shore, towards the party. She kept her eyes focused on the light shining through the trees, so she didn’t go the wrong way.

      As she got nearer, she could see someone – or rather, something – hovering near where she’d left her clothes. She closed her eyes, refocused. It was still there.

      Was it a person? Were they watching her? She felt her heart begin to beat erratically and she slowed down, tried to catch her breath.

      It’s fine. It’s nothing.

      She stopped, kicking her feet below her, squinting into the blackness of the trees. She couldn’t make out any distinct shapes, just a shadow, lurking.

      ‘Who’s there?’ she called, her voice bouncing off the water and echoing round. No reply.

      Should she keep going, head back, face whoever it was?

      She was acutely aware of her vulnerability, out here in the middle of nowhere. How stupid was she, to come out here all alone?

      But she couldn’t stay here forever.

      She kicked off again, swimming as fast as she could back to the shore, until she thought she might be sick.

      As she emerged from the water, shivering, she looked round. Her clothes were still there, in a pile, untouched. She peered into the trees, back towards the lake. But there was no one there.

      At least, no one that she could see.

      Hurriedly, she threw her clothes back on, not caring that she was soaking wet, her shorts sticking to her, her hair dripping down her back. She needed to get away from here, get back to the party. To safety.

      She ran as fast as she could back in the direction of noise. And finally, finally, people were back in sight and she could hear the thump of music and the hum of voices. It was only once she was on the edges of the party again that she dared to stop and look behind her.

      There was still no one there.

      Her head was spinning now, terror combined with too much booze. She weaved her way along the edge of the woods back to where she’d left Olivia. But before she got there she spotted Michael and Summer. She was about to call their names when she realised neither of them looked happy. She inched closer until she could make out what they were saying, concealing herself in the shadow of the trees.

      ‘You’re off your face, Summer,’ Michael hissed. ‘Leave me alone.’ The tone of his voice was so out of character that Amy’s mouth hung open in shock.

      ‘Oh come on, M.’ Summer tried to hook her arm through Michael’s but he pushed her off him and turned away.

      ‘Hey, you don’t have to be so moody.’ Summer’s face was right next to Michael’s now. Amy could make out her dilated pupils. She watched as Michael turned back to Summer with a look on his face that she barely recognised as her easy-going friend.

      ‘Stay. Away. From. Me.’

      Summer took a step back, her forehead creased.

      ‘Fucking hell Michael, it’s no big deal.’ She waved the half-empty vodka bottle in her hand in the air. ‘Practically everyone’s gay these days, I don’t know what you’re making such a fuss about.’

      Michael stepped towards her and put his face right by hers, so close their noses were only millimetres apart.

      ‘Because it’s none of your fucking business, alright?’ He hissed the words, then turned and stormed off, leaving Summer swaying in the flickering light of the fire, and Amy staring after him in shock.
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        * * *

      

      By the time Amy felt like going back to find the others, Michael was there looking as though nothing had happened. Sprawled beside him was Henry, and the pair were passing a bottle of red wine back and forth between them.

      They both looked up as she approached, and Henry frowned.

      ‘You okay Ames, you look like you’ve seen a ghost?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ she said, collapsing onto the blanket by their feet. ‘Just a bit tired.’

      ‘You’re really pale.’ Henry leaned forward and pressed his hand against her forehead. ‘And soaking wet.’

      ‘I’ve just been for a swim.’

      ‘Now?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Amy didn’t tell them about the figure she’d thought was watching her. Or the scene she’d just witnessed between Summer and Michael. She’d ask him about it later, when they weren’t so drunk. ‘Have you got any water?’

      Michael shook his head. ‘Uh-uh. Just wine.’ He held the bottle out. ‘Want some?’

      ‘Why not?’ She took the bottle and tipped it down her throat, the cheap red plonk warming her from the inside but doing nothing to quench her thirst. She handed the bottle back. ‘Thanks.’

      Michael swigged some, then studied her. ‘Have you seen the others?’

      Amy shook her head. ‘Olivia was here when I left about fifteen minutes ago. God knows where Summer’s gone.’

      Michael said nothing. Henry was watching a group of people nearby who were having some sort of drinking contest. She heard a whoop and a scream of laughter.

      ‘Shall I skin up?’ Michael said, pulling his stash from his pocket and holding it up to the light. ‘There’s not much left but enough for a couple of spliffs, I reckon.’

      ‘Sure,’ Henry said.

      ‘Actually, I’m good,’ Amy said, pushing herself to her feet. ‘I need something stronger.’

      ‘Stronger?’ Henry stared at her.

      ‘Yes. Why?’ Her words were a challenge. She knew exactly why he looked so surprised, but wasn’t about to admit it. Didn’t want him to try and talk her out of it.

      He looked away first, shook his head. ‘No reason.’

      ‘Fine. See you in a bit.’

      She headed towards the fire. The heat from the flames was intense on this still-warm evening, and she felt faint. Her gaze darted around from group to group, trying to find the face she was looking for, but they all blurred into one. And then she saw her. Summer. Standing close to the edge of the fire, her eyes sparkling, in the middle of a group of people Amy didn’t recognise. She stopped, watching her for a moment, trying to work out what it was about her that had people flocking around her, like moths to a flame. She thought back to the day they first saw her, on that boiling September day last year, and knew there was something about this girl that made people simply want to be near her.

      She’d just forgotten what it was, now. Didn’t feel it any longer.

      She strode towards the group. Summer spotted her before she got there and gave a little wave, parting the crowd just like that, for Amy to slip in.

      ‘Hey,’ Summer said, draping her arms round Amy’s shoulders. She was swaying, unsteady on her feet. Amy pulled away. Summer’s pupils were black holes, her eyes unfocused. There was a sheen of sweat on her tanned skin, mascara smudged beneath her eyes. And yet she was still captivating, holding the attention of all these people, men and women.

      Amy felt a pang of envy at how easy life must be when everyone wanted to be your friend.

      ‘Where’ve you been?’ Summer said, her words slurring into one another.

      ‘Nowhere.’

      Summer grinned, stumbled backwards. A boy caught her – of course – his arms staying round her so she sank into him. Amy stepped towards her, pressed her lips against her ear.

      ‘Have you got any E?’

      Summer turned her face without moving it away, her lips grazing Amy’s before Amy jumped back, as if she’d been electrocuted. Summer’s lips stretched into a smile, Joker-like, her eyes widened. ‘You serious?’

      ‘Yeah.’ Amy held her ground, didn’t look away, their gazes locked.

      The boy holding Summer casually slid his hand up so it was resting on her breast. She didn’t push it away, so he slipped it inside her bra, playing with her nipple. Summer pressed herself against him, then tipped her face up. The boy – Amy had no idea who he was – kissed her furiously, then Summer moved her lips away from his and up to his ear. Amy looked away, suddenly desperate to get out of there, away from this girl, these people. But just as she was about to walk away, Summer grabbed her arm, her fingers pinching her skin.

      She untangled herself from the boy, who looked heartbroken, and pulled Amy away from the group, handed her something. Amy looked down. There was a pill in a small plastic bag, and she looked up, a question in her eyes.

      ‘He’ll give me whatever I ask for,’ Summer said, glancing back over her shoulder where the boy was still watching her hungrily.

      ‘What about Henry?’ Amy hissed.

      ‘What about him?’ Summer was still gripping her arm and it was starting to hurt. She pulled it away. Summer leaned into her. ‘Henry doesn’t give a shit what I do. No one does.’

      Then before Amy could reply, Summer kissed her on the cheek, whispered, ‘Enjoy,’ and melted back into the crowd.

      As Amy hurried away from the crowd, she almost walked straight into someone.

      ‘Sorry,’ she mumbled, holding her hands up.

      ‘No worries.’ But just as she hurried past him, the man grabbed her shoulder and she spun round to face him in surprise. ‘Do you know her?’

      ‘What?’

      The man was nodding over to where Summer was dancing, hands in the air, beside the fire. He had a cap pulled down over his face which was thrown into shadow, but Amy could see he was a little older than her. ‘That girl over there, the one flirting with everyone. Is she your friend?’

      ‘Summer? Yeah, sort of.’ She frowned. ‘Why?’

      He shrugged. ‘Just wondered.’

      ‘Right.’ She hesitated a moment before walking away again, but when she cast a look back the man had disappeared. She didn’t know who he was, but of course yet another man had fallen for Summer’s charms. Didn’t everyone?

      Look at how easy it had been for Summer to get drugs. Look at how easily everything came to her.

      Amy stopped, stared down at the pill in her palm. Before she could change her mind, she took it out of the bag, placed it on her tongue and swallowed it down with saliva. It stuck at the back of her throat a moment, then she swallowed again and it disappeared.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Look, Henry, the stars are dancing,’ Amy mumbled, pointing her arm up towards the heavens. Had her hand always looked like that? She giggled.

      ‘God you’re fucked, Ames,’ Henry said.

      Amy tipped her face up to look at him. His head floated in the darkness. She squinted, turned to look at Michael, whose lap her head was resting in. His face was floating too.

      ‘Where are your bodies?’

      Michael stroked her hair.

      ‘Do you want me to get you some water?’ Henry said.

      ‘Mmm.’

      Amy closed her eyes. She could still see Henry’s face even though her eyes were closed. How did that happen? She opened them again. The stars were a swirl now, pink and green and orange, blue, purple – all the colours of the rainbow and more. She smiled as a wave of euphoria swept through her, from the tips of her toes right up to the very ends of her hair.

      ‘This is the best night ever,’ she said. She sat up and everything tipped. Michael’s face looked weird now, his eyes just holes in the white glow of his face. She reached her hand out and touched his cheeks. ‘Where are your eyes, Michael?’

      He grasped her hand and kissed her fingers.

      ‘Lie back down again. You need a nap.’

      She did as she was told, closed her eyes. Colours popped and sparkled behind her eyelids. The whole air was filled with sound, a swirling, grinding, humming wall of noise that filled her brain, pushed out through her skull.

      ‘Where did you get this stuff?’ She could hear Michael’s voice but when she went to answer the words got stuck in her throat.

      She coughed. ‘Summer,’ she finally managed to say.

      ‘Fuck’s sake.’ Henry was back now, handed her a bottle. She wrapped her fingers round it. But that was weird, how could this thing hold any water when it was made from marshmallow itself? She hauled herself to sitting and drank, Henry guiding the bottle to her mouth. God, now she was upright she really didn’t feel good. Actually, she might be sick, she⁠—

      She leapt up, sprinted to the nearby clutch of hedgerow. Doubled over, the contents of her stomach emptied all over the ground. She sank to her knees, weak, waiting for the next wave of nausea to come. The euphoria had passed and she felt suddenly empty, her whole body filled with a blackness. She looked up and squinted into the dark. The flames from the fire were even higher now, stretching up to reach the very sky itself. A voice floated out of the darkness and she tried to focus on the figure moving towards her. They crouched down beside her, placed a hand on her back.

      ‘You okay?’ It was Michael, she thought.

      ‘Yeah.’ She swiped the back of her hand across her mouth and stood, slowly. Michael stood too, wrapped his arm around her shoulder.

      ‘Let’s get you back on the rug,’ he said.

      Amy let herself be led back, and as she stretched back out she realised she was beginning to feel a bit better. The sickness had passed and throwing up had ejected some of the drug from her body.

      ‘What were you thinking, taking that stuff?’ Henry said gently.

      ‘Just felt like trying it,’ Amy mumbled. ‘Never again.’

      A hand pressed her cheek. ‘Well, good.’

      She lay there for a while, staring heavenwards. The stars were less sparkly now, the sky less swirly. Amy let her eyes droop, the conversation around her washing over her. She’d just have a little sleep and then⁠—

      ‘Oh thank God you’re all still here.’ Amy’s eyes snapped open at the sound of Olivia’s voice and she propped herself up on her elbows as her friend threw herself onto the rug at her feet. Her make-up was smudged, her black hair sticking out in tendrils around her face.

      ‘Christ, you look like you’ve been dragged through fifty hedges,’ Michael said, then gasped. ‘Oh, you haven’t been shagging have you?’

      Olivia looked at him angrily. ‘No I fucking haven’t.’ Her voice was louder than usual and it made Amy’s head hurt. Olivia turned to look at Henry.

      ‘H, I need to tell you something.’

      Henry nodded. ‘Right?’

      ‘About Summer.’

      Amy’s heart sank. She knew what she was about to say but she didn’t have the brain capacity to stop it in time.

      ‘What about her?’

      ‘I’ve just seen her.’ Her eyes darted round the group and landed back on Henry. ‘With another boy.’

      Henry’s body stiffened but he said nothing, stared off into the darkness.

      Amy reached for his arm. ‘H,’ she said.

      Henry looked round at her and shrugged. ‘It doesn’t matter to me what she does.’

      ‘But I thought you two were… you know.’ Olivia made a crude gesture. Amy watched Henry’s reaction.

      ‘Fuck’s sake, Liv,’ Michael muttered.

      ‘What? I was only trying to help.’

      ‘In what way?’

      Olivia looked hurt. ‘I just thought Henry should know. And as his friend I wanted to tell him before someone else did.’

      ‘Do you ever think⁠—’

      ‘It’s fine.’ Henry’s voice cut Michael’s next words off. He stood, snatched up the bottle of wine from the ground and took a long drink. Then without saying anything else, he stalked off.

      ‘Oh well done, Liv,’ Michael said angrily.

      ‘What?’

      Michael didn’t reply, just shook his head.

      ‘I’ll go and find him,’ Amy said, starting to stand up. But Michael put his hand on her arm.

      ‘Leave him, Ames. Give him time to cool off.’

      Amy hesitated a moment, then sat back down. She still felt woozy. Henry would be alright.
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        * * *

      

      Amy opened her eyes and it took her a moment to work out where she was. Her heart hammered as her eyes darted back and forth across an inky blackness, her ears tuned into sounds. And then she realised. She was still at the party, in the park. She sat up. Michael was still her pillow.

      ‘Nice nap?’ Michael said. He was smiling.

      ‘How long was I asleep?’

      ‘Only about fifteen minutes.’

      She felt like she’d slept much longer. Maybe it was time to go home. She glanced round.

      ‘Where are the others?’

      ‘Olivia stomped off in a mood because I told her she was out of order for telling Henry about Summer. And Henry still isn’t back.’

      ‘Do you think he’s okay? Should we go and look for him?’

      Michael shrugged. ‘I dunno. He knows where we are, if he wants to come back he will.’

      She shook her head. ‘Poor Henry.’

      ‘I know. He really likes Summer more than he lets on, doesn’t he?’

      ‘Fuck knows why.’

      Michael tilted his head questioningly. ‘This, from you?’

      Amy looked up at her friend. ‘I know. I’ve been an idiot these last few months. I only realised it tonight. But she’s just not a very nice person sometimes.’

      Michael looked up at the sky, then back at Amy. ‘She’s okay most of the time. Just a bit of a lost soul.’ He smiled. ‘Definitely no good for Henry though.’

      He picked up a bottle that had been dropped on the rug. It was still half-full, and he unscrewed the top and tipped it down his throat. He grimaced. ‘Christ, that’s awful.’ He handed it to her. ‘Want some?’

      She shook her head. ‘I shouldn’t.’

      Michael was about to say something else when a noise distracted them both. Seconds later Henry emerged from somewhere near the trees and plonked himself down on the rug. The bottle he’d taken with him was nowhere to be seen, and his eyes looked wild.

      ‘Uh-oh, you don’t look great,’ Michael said. ‘Everything alright?’

      Henry looked round, his eyes unfocused.

      ‘Yeah.’

      Michael flicked a glance at Amy, eyebrows raised. Amy reached over to Henry, laid her hand on his leg. He stared down at it, unseeing. ‘You seem… not yourself, H,’ she said gently. ‘Has something happened?’

      Henry looked up at her. His eyes shone with tears. ‘What? No. Nothing’s happened.’

      ‘Did you see Summer?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘Oh. Okay.’ Amy didn’t know what to say. Whatever had happened since Henry had disappeared off into the night, he clearly didn’t want to talk about it. Perhaps he really had just needed some space.

      ‘Did you finish that wine?’

      Henry looked down at this hand as though surprised to see it empty. ‘Yeah.’

      Amy felt a prickle of worry creep across her neck. She’d seen Henry drunk before – really drunk. But he was usually a happy drunk, telling everyone he loved them, promising them they would be their best friends forever. But tonight he was morose, uncommunicative. And she didn’t know what to make of it.

      She hoped she was wrong, but she had a feeling Henry was lying about having seen Summer. But why?
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      ‘Your mum tells me you need some help?’ Simon is standing on Amy’s front doorstep looking like the most unlikely hero imaginable. Amy’s heart sinks. He really is the last person she would have chosen to call on, but she’d promised Olivia – and she was desperate.

      ‘I’ve been hearing noises coming from next door so I just need to have a quick look to make sure there’s no one there,’ she explains, pulling her shoes on. ‘Mum doesn’t want me to go on my own, you know, after what happened at your place.’

      ‘Ah, yes. About that.’

      Amy frowns. ‘What?’

      He looks down at his feet, then back up at Amy, his hands clasped behind his back. ‘Do you really believe someone broke into our house?’

      ‘Mum seems fairly certain. Don’t you?’

      Simon shuffles his feet. ‘I’m not one to talk behind your mother’s back, as you know, but between you and me I am a bit worried about her. She seems…’ He stops, searching for the right word. ‘Unsettled.’

      ‘Well, I suppose she would be if she thinks someone has been in her home.’

      ‘Right, yes.’ He coughs. ‘You see, the thing is. All this business—’ he sweeps his hand round as if to encompass Amy, her house, everything ‘—it’s not good for her. Worries her, you know. Keeps her awake at night. Makes her worry about things that might not be actually happening.’

      ‘I didn’t want to tell her. But I had no choice.’

      ‘I understand. I just – I wonder whether it might be better for her if she doesn’t know any more.’

      ‘Lie to her, you mean?’

      Simon shakes his head. ‘No, no. Just – not tell her everything. If we do come across someone today, for example, maybe we don’t need to tell her straight away.’

      Amy is torn between anger and guilt. On the one hand she’s furious that Simon seems to be suggesting it’s her fault her mum is feeling worried. But on the other, she knows he’s completely right – because that’s exactly why she didn’t tell her about it in the first place.

      ‘Let’s just see what we find, shall we?’ she says, stepping out of the house, Benny close by her heels, and locking the door.

      ‘Right you are,’ Simon says.

      They walk round to the other door. ‘I don’t think I’ve ever had the pleasure of seeing the other side of your lovely home,’ he says, peering up at the windows.

      ‘We don’t really go in there very often, it’s really just a building site.’

      ‘Such a shame.’

      They arrive at the other side of the house and Amy opens the door. They step inside. The chill pervades every corner of the room. A piece of plastic flaps in a draught in the corner.

      ‘Well, this is it,’ Amy says quietly, picking her way across the floor. ‘Be careful where you tread, some of the floorboards are a bit unstable.’

      ‘Right you are,’ Simon says again. His voice echoes round the cavernous space and Amy shushes him.

      ‘Sorry,’ he whispers, pressing his finger to his lips.

      They stop. Amy strains her ears to listen but it’s all quiet. ‘The noises I’ve heard seem to have come from upstairs,’ she whispers. ‘But I think we should search the whole house for signs that someone has been here.’

      Simon’s gaze sweeps the room. ‘Let’s start over here.’

      He walks towards the boarded-up windows that back on to the rear garden. Amy and Benny follow, Benny stopping to sniff everything they pass. The boards look fairly stable, but Simon tugs each one anyway.

      ‘I don’t think anyone has got in through here,’ he says. ‘Is there anywhere else someone could be getting in down here?’

      Amy thinks for a minute. ‘Only the window in the downstairs loo, but it’s tiny. I doubt anyone could fit through it – no adult, anyway. Otherwise there are only the upstairs windows.’

      ‘Let’s check the loo before we go upstairs.’

      ‘This way.’ Amy leads the way, Simon following closely behind. This is the first time she’s really been alone with Simon before and she’s trying not to feel nervous. After all, her mum trusts him, and she needs to have someone she can trust.

      Yet she still wishes he wouldn’t walk so close to her. She can almost feel him breathing.

      ‘In here,’ she says. The door is jammed tightly shut which surprises her. She pushes down on the handle and the moment the door opens it’s clear something is wrong. Simon gets there first.

      ‘The window’s been left open. Is it usually like that?’

      ‘No. I made sure it was shut for the winter.’ Amy can hear the tremble in her voice.

      Simon steps into the tiny space to inspect it. He runs his hand along the catch. ‘It could have just come undone…’ he says.

      ‘But?’

      He looks at her. ‘I honestly don’t see how.’

      ‘Shit.’

      ‘It doesn’t mean someone’s in here now. It might just mean someone was in here.’

      ‘I’m not sure that’s good news either.’

      ‘There’s only one way to find out. Let’s go upstairs.’ He closes the window firmly and starts walking towards the staircase, but Amy grabs his arm.

      ‘Are you sure this is a good idea? I feel like I should have some sort of weapon on me.’

      ‘A weapon?’ Simon laughs. ‘Don’t be daft. This isn’t one of your mum’s TV crime shows.’

      ‘But what if there is someone there?’ she hisses. ‘And what if they’re dangerous?’

      Simon lays his hand on her arm. She wants to pull it away but doesn’t want to be rude. ‘I’m sure it’s fine. If this window has been open for a while, it’s more likely to have been the wind blowing things around all this time than anything sinister. But let’s just go and make sure, okay?’

      She pauses. ‘Okay.’

      The three of them head towards the stairs, Simon leading the way this time. Amy holds her breath, still on high alert.

      Slowly, they climb the stairs. Benny still seems unperturbed, and as they reach the top Amy can’t hear any noises. Perhaps Simon was right, after all – perhaps it was just the wind blowing things around. Now they’ve secured the window, it’ll probably stop.

      The three of them stand on the landing at the top of the stairs, listening.

      ‘Which room do you want to try first?’ Simon says in a whisper that’s almost as loud as a normal voice.

      Amy tilts her head towards the first door, the one that backs on to her office. This is where she heard noises coming from last time, and the room where she found that old toothbrush. If there’s going to be anyone here at all, it’s most likely to be in there.

      They creep towards the door, although Amy doesn’t know why they’re bothering – they’ve made enough noise getting up here. She doesn’t want to open the door so she lets Simon go first. He takes a step… then another… then⁠—

      Benny starts to bark furiously and when Amy looks down he’s crouched low to the ground, the fur on his back standing on end, ready for a confrontation.

      ‘Right, that’s it,’ Simon says, pushing the door open and marching inside. There’s a banging sound as he enters the room and Amy isn’t sure whether it’s the bedroom door hitting something with force, or something else. At the same time Benny runs into the room, still barking wildly, and races straight over to the ancient built-in wardrobe. One of the doors hangs slightly open and Amy stares at it, her breath coming in gasps, her legs weak.

      Could there really be someone hiding in there?

      ‘We need to go,’ she says, tugging Simon’s arm and bending down to try and grab Benny’s collar at the same time. ‘Now.’

      ‘Don’t be daft, we’ve got them,’ Simon says, taking a step closer.

      ‘No!’ Amy yells. And all of a sudden, the room falls silent – Benny stops barking, and it seems as though everyone is holding their breath. Amy’s pulse pounds in her ears, the thought of who might be hiding in the wardrobe too terrifying to contemplate. Is it the person who’s been sending the letters? If it is, what are they doing here, in her home – and what do they want from her?

      ‘We have to get out of here,’ Amy hisses, edging towards the bedroom door. ‘We need to call the police.’

      ‘The police? Why on earth do we⁠—’

      ‘Hello.’

      A small voice stops them in their tracks and slowly they all turn to look at where the voice came from.

      A young woman is standing by the wardrobe doors, and the figure is so far away from what Amy was expecting that it takes her a moment to focus.

      And then she does.

      She steps forward, her breath in her throat, her legs like jelly. Hand held out in front of her as though she’s expecting the figure to disappear, evaporate into the air.

      Because it can’t be real.

      It has to be a ghost.

      It has to be.

      Finally, Amy finds her voice and utters the name of the person she never imagined she’d see again.

      ‘Summer?’
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      There’s a moment of silence as the name hangs in the air. Amy wants to reach out and touch her, find out if what she can see is real, but she daren’t move. So she stands, perfectly still, and waits.

      ‘Who on earth are you and what are you doing here?’ Simon is the first to find his voice, and the woman – barely more than a girl, really – shrinks back towards the wall.

      Her eyes are wide, and she looks so like Summer that Amy can’t take her eyes off her.

      And then she speaks.

      ‘I’m not Summer,’ she says, her voice croaky and low. Dust dances in the sunlight that filters through the grimy glass. Benny growls, a low sound Amy’s never heard him make before. ‘My name is Autumn. I’m Summer’s daughter.’

      Amy stares at her, this tiny slip of a woman before her, and takes in her dark eyes, her dirty blonde hair that hangs in hanks around her shoulders, her thin, bony wrists.

      Of course she is. How could she be anyone else?

      ‘Who on earth is Summer?’ Simon is looking from Autumn to Amy and back again.

      ‘Summer’s – she’s an old friend of mine, from university,’ Amy says, trying to process all this information at once. ‘I…’ She stops and turns to Simon. ‘Listen, thank you so much for coming with me, but you can go now if you like. I think we’re alright from here.’

      ‘I can’t just leave you alone here with an intruder, daughter or no daughter.’ Simon puffs his chest up as he speaks and suddenly Amy wants him out of there more than anything else in the world.

      ‘It’s fine, honestly.’ She gestures towards Autumn, who seems to be shivering despite the warm day, her arms wrapped around her. She turns back to Simon. ‘Autumn really isn’t any threat to me.’ She throws the girl a glance. ‘But I do need to talk to her.’

      Simon hesitates a moment, clearly torn between wanting to stay and wanting to do as he’s told. Finally, he looks at Autumn. ‘Are you sure you’re here on your own?’

      She gives a small nod.

      Simon nods back. ‘Okay.’ He points at Autumn. ‘But think yourself lucky that Amy here is so reasonable,’ he says. ‘If it were my house I’d be reporting you for trespassing. Oh!’ He stops as realisation dawns. ‘Was it you? Who came into my home and scared Janet the other day as well?’

      Autumn’s eyes dart back and forth as she shakes her head. ‘No. I’ve only been here.’

      Simon’s brow furrows, then he gives a small nod, seemingly satisfied. ‘Okay. I’ll believe you, for now.’ He turns to Amy. ‘I know what I said, but I’ll be speaking to your mother about this, okay? I think she’ll probably insist that you come and stay with us for a while.’

      He leaves before Amy can tell him she has no intention of doing any such thing. Now it’s just the two of them alone, and they listen to Simon’s footsteps descend the stairs, cross the bare floorboards, then leave the house, the door closing quietly behind him.

      ‘I’m so sorry…’ Autumn starts.

      ‘I can’t believe…’ Amy says at the same time, and they both stop.

      ‘Go on,’ Amy says.

      Autumn looks up at her, eyes wide, and it strikes Amy how very young she looks – although she knows she has to be at least twenty if she really is Summer’s daughter, which she very clearly is. It’s like looking at a ghost of her former friend.

      Autumn clears her throat. ‘I’m sorry I’m here. I just needed somewhere to stay…’ She trails off, shuffles her feet in the dust. ‘I don’t mean any harm, I swear.’

      Amy thinks back to the noises she’s heard, the sounds that have terrified her over the last few weeks. Ever since, in fact, the letters started coming. The threats. ‘How long exactly have you been here?’

      Autumn looks down at her feet.

      ‘A… a few weeks, on and off.’

      Amy nods, crosses her arms. ‘And was it you?’

      Autumn looks up, confusion in her eyes. ‘Was what me?’

      ‘The letters. The… the poisoned meat.’

      But Amy is certain before Autumn even utters a word that she knows nothing about it. The confusion and fear on her face is enough to confirm that. ‘I… I don’t know what you mean,’ she says, her voice small.

      Amy makes a decision there and then. She needs to get out of there, is desperate to get out of there, in fact. But she can’t leave Autumn here alone.

      ‘Come with me,’ she says, glancing back at Autumn, who’s still hovering uncertainly by the open wardrobe doors. Amy walks towards the doorway, noticing as she does a few signs of life that she’d previously missed – a dust-free area round the edge of the upturned bed; a small canvas bag poking out from behind it; a blanket shoved on to one of the shelves behind her. It’s barely anything, and Amy wonders how Autumn has been surviving. How she’s been eating, drinking, sleeping.

      She stops at the door and turns. Autumn still hasn’t moved.

      ‘Are you coming?’

      ‘Where?’ Her voice trembles and Amy wants to laugh – all the stress of the last few days, weeks, of thinking she was in danger from someone living in her home; of worrying she was going mad. And all this time, it was just this young woman. A young woman who is more frightened of her than anything else.

      She tries to look friendly. ‘To my house. At least, the habitable side of it. I’ll make you a drink, something to eat. I just want to talk.’

      Autumn hesitates for a moment longer, then seems to decide to trust Amy. She follows her down the stairs and out of the door and back round to the main part of the house. Amy lets them in, lets Benny off the lead and closes the front door.

      ‘You can leave your shoes here,’ she says, slipping her own off and hanging her jacket up as Autumn unlaces her battered boots and leaves them, lined up neatly, beside hers.

      Then she follows her into the kitchen.
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      Amy doesn’t think she’s ever seen anyone eat anything so quickly in her life. She’d made Autumn a milky coffee and a cheese sandwich and the poor girl, clearly starving, had wolfed it down in about a minute, tearing into the bread like an animal. Amy tried not to stare as she sipped her tea across the table from her, waiting.

      She’s finished now, and she finally looks up at Amy with her wide, dark brown eyes – so familiar that the sight of them sends a dart of pain through Amy.

      ‘Sorry.’ She gestures down at the plate, at the crumbs scattered all over the table. Benny sits patiently beside her, waiting hopefully for scraps. He’s out of luck today.

      ‘Would you like something else?’

      Autumn shakes her head and wraps her hands around her mug of coffee as though she needs to absorb its warmth. ‘No, thank you,’ she adds, as though only just remembering her manners.

      Amy studies her, this ghost-like girl sitting opposite her, and wonders where to start. In the end, she decides to just let her speak.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Autumn begins, staring down at the surface of her coffee. ‘I didn’t mean to stay but I… I didn’t have anywhere else to go.’ She clears her throat. ‘I don’t know what to say to you. Tell me what you want to know.’

      Amy leans forward onto her elbows. ‘Why don’t you just start from the beginning. Tell me who you are, how you know who I am. What you’re doing in my house, terrifying the living bloody daylights out of me.’ Her voice has got louder and Autumn shrinks away. Amy shakes her head. ‘I’m sorry. I’m not angry. I just really need to know what the hell is going on here.’

      She sits back again and waits, hoping that whatever Autumn says next will hold some answers.

      Autumn takes a few breaths, keeping her gaze trained on the tabletop. Her eyelashes are long, her arms skinny. Her clothes hang off her and Amy feels nothing but pity for this young girl in front of her. She hopes her pity is not misguided. She doesn’t have the greatest track record.

      ‘I never knew Summer,’ Autumn begins, her voice trembling. She runs her thumbnail along the grain of the wood and clears her throat. ‘I don’t remember her, I mean. Growing up on a commune means you don’t necessarily miss a parent, if you’ve never had them.’ She shrugs. ‘I always had someone to look out for me, and the rest of the commune to bring me up. It didn’t occur to me to ask about my birth mum for years.’ She glances up, her eyes filled with fear, uncertainty. Amy smiles in encouragement.

      ‘Meadow was Summer’s sister. We weren’t meant to get attached to people, but I loved her, and she always looked after me. She was like a mother and sister all rolled into one.

      ‘But when I was about seven, she got ill. I mean, really ill, she didn’t get out of bed for weeks. People in the community didn’t like to call doctors.’ She shrugs. ‘They didn’t trust them, I suppose. Whatever. Anyway, it meant that Meadow got worse and worse, for days she couldn’t even get out of bed. People told me since that she nearly died, but at the time I had no idea, and I guess in the end someone must have panicked and a doctor was called to come and see her.’ She shrugs. ‘She made it.

      ‘But after that, things went downhill. Wilder, the man who ran everything, just upped and left. At the time nobody told me why or where he’d gone, all I knew was that he wasn’t there any more. I’d loved him, worshipped him, and for ages I thought it was my fault that he’d gone. That it must have been something I’d done to make him leave. I cried for weeks.’

      She stops, takes a sip of her coffee. Amy does the same, the liquid cooler now. She wonders whether she should say something, ask a question, but before she can form any words, Autumn slams her cup down.

      ‘He didn’t deserve my tears, though. He wasn’t a good man.’

      She sniffs, her eyes darting round the room again, as though afraid that this man, Wilder, might appear somehow. She’s trembling, and Amy wants to go to her, but senses she just needs to get this story out. She waits.

      ‘What you have to understand is that the community, growing up there, it isn’t like other places. There are – different rules. A different lifestyle.’ She shrugs. ‘I know that people looked down on us, thought we were scum. But I never thought to question it.’

      She looks up, her gaze piercing.

      ‘After Wilder left, people didn’t mention him often. I think they were scared to, in case he came back – which he did, eventually, a few years later. But I managed to piece things together about him, things that made me realise what he really was.’

      Benny whimpers at the patio doors, waiting to go out. Amy stands, slides the doors open and watches as he trots towards the back of the garden. She doesn’t take her eyes off him.

      ‘Did he hurt you?’ she says. Somehow, facing away from Autumn makes it easier to ask her that question. When the girl doesn’t reply immediately, Amy glances back at her. She looks tiny. Shrunken. Defeated.

      But eventually, she shakes her head. ‘No. He never hurt me. But he did hurt other people. Other girls. Older ones.’

      ‘And did he… did he hurt your mum?’ Amy says.

      A tiny nod, and the girl shrinks into herself even further. Amy moves across the room quickly, pulls out the chair next to Autumn and sits, not touching her.

      ‘What did he do, Autumn? What did Wilder do to Summer?’ Her words are gentle but Autumn looks like they’ve cut her like a knife.

      Finally, she holds her chin up proudly and says, in a clear voice, ‘He raped her. Over and over.’ She swallows. ‘According to Meadow, he thought Summer was special. Even though we all believe in free love, the unwritten rule was that there always had to be consent. But Summer, she was – she was young. Too young, when it started. And he never let anyone else touch her.’

      ‘And you…?’ Amy asks, not wanting to say the words out loud.

      ‘I’m his daughter. From rape.’

      A silence hangs in the room, the air heavy with Autumn’s words.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Amy says, knowing it’s utterly inadequate. A thought occurs. ‘Do you think that’s why she left?’

      ‘I know it is. Meadow told me. Summer was only seventeen when I was born. She didn’t want me and couldn’t bond with me, so she left as soon as she could. Ran away when Wilder went away for a weekend and asked her sister to take care of me. I was only six months old. And then she died.’

      A cacophony of barks and shrieks from the garden breaks the moment and Amy races to the doors. Benny is running in circles, a cat hot on his tail. He looks so frenzied she wants to laugh with relief. She claps her hands and runs towards the cat, who stops, gives her the evil eye, then dashes off into the bushes at the back of the garden. Benny looks cowed, and Amy tugs his collar and leads him indoors. By the time she gets back to the kitchen, Autumn is nowhere to be seen, and Amy feels a dart of panic. Has she suddenly got spooked, and left? Did she think she was in some sort of trouble?

      She’s just pulling the patio doors closed when she hears a toilet flush and relief floods through her. Thank goodness.

      She gives Benny a bone to chew and he settles in the corner. She checks her phone – three missed calls from her mum and she makes a mental note to ring her back and let her know everything is okay. God only knows what Simon has told her. She puts the kettle on, finds a packet of Hobnobs. She’s pouring water into mugs when Autumn returns.

      ‘Sorry, I just…’ Autumn gestures towards the door.

      ‘It’s fine. I thought you’d left.’

      They sit back down at the table with fresh drinks, the open packet of biscuits between them. Autumn grabs one, takes a bite. She eats as though she hasn’t eaten for weeks.

      Amy has so many questions she doesn’t know where to start.

      ‘What made you come here? Now, I mean?’ she says eventually.

      Autumn’s eyes dart around the room. ‘I’d been thinking about it for a while,’ she says. ‘Nobody in the community ever told me much about Summer, but I always wanted to find out more about her. Who she was, what she was like. What she liked, what she was good at. It felt like I was missing something, in here,’ she says, pressing her hand to her heart. ‘I thought if I could find some people who knew her, they might be able to tell me about her. Only I didn’t know where to start. How to find anyone. But then that woman, Hannah? Do you know her?’

      Amy nods.

      ‘She came to the commune a few weeks ago, sniffing around, asking questions. Nobody would tell her anything, but afterwards everyone was riled. But I was glad she’d been, because I listened to what she said, and it meant I knew where to look.’ She swallows. ‘I ran away, went to a library and looked up all the stories about Summer, and found some names.’ She runs her fingers round the rim of her coffee cup. ‘You were one of them, so I came here first.’

      ‘But you didn’t come and speak to me.’

      Autumn’s face reddens. ‘No. I chickened out, when I got here. I didn’t know what to say, or how to say it. Wasn’t really sure why I’d come. But I didn’t want to leave either. So it felt like fate when I realised that half of your house was boarded up. I thought I could stay for a few nights, bide my time. Watch you and wait until I was ready.’

      ‘So where else have you been staying?’

      ‘Just here and there. Empty houses, sheds…’

      ‘Sheds? You must have been freezing.’

      Autumn shrugs. ‘I thought it would be too risky to stay anywhere for too long.’

      ‘Right.’ Amy rubs her face, her thoughts a jumbled mess. Finally, she looks up. ‘Do you want to stay for a while?’

      Autumn’s eyes widen. ‘In your house?’

      ‘Yes. For a few nights, at least.’

      ‘But…’ Autumn starts. ‘Don’t you want to call the police or something?’

      Amy pauses, surprised it hadn’t even occurred to her. ‘No.’

      ‘But I…’ Autumn looks round the room as if seeing it for the first time. ‘Why would you do that for me? I don’t deserve it.’

      The truth is, Amy doesn’t know why she wants to do this. She’s happy here, just her and Benny. And yet also knows she can’t let Autumn just walk out of here.

      ‘Summer was my friend, once,’ she says finally. ‘And you don’t have anywhere else to go.’

      Silence hangs in the air. Then Autumn nods. ‘Thank you. I mean it.’

      ‘Good.’ A thought occurs to Amy then, something she should have double-checked first.

      She stands, grabs her handbag, and pulls out a slip of paper. Unfolds it and smooths it down on the table in front of Autumn.

      ‘Just one thing. Are you sure you don’t know anything about this?’

      Autumn stares down at the note, the one warning Amy off and threatening Benny, and shakes her head.

      ‘I’ve never seen it before.’ She looks up at Amy. ‘I swear. I would never hurt you, or your dog.’

      Amy nods. She’d already known the answer, and she believes her. But the problem is, if Autumn didn’t send these notes, they’re still in danger.

      Because whoever did is still out there.
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          THEN

        

      

    

    
      The party was coming to an end. The police had attempted their usual half-hearted shut-down around one o’clock in the morning, but everyone knew that as long as they promised to leave, they wouldn’t bother them again. It was a tradition almost as long-lasting as the annual party itself.

      Michael, Henry, Olivia and Amy were all back together on the blanket now. The ground around them was littered with discarded bottles, evidence of a good night.

      ‘I feel sick,’ Amy groaned, pushing her head up from where it had been resting on Henry’s knee.

      ‘I think I’m already hungover,’ Olivia said, letting out a long belch.

      The bass of the music still thumped, but it was quieter now, and somewhere nearby they could hear someone playing a guitar.

      ‘Jesus Christ, it’s a bloody sing-song now. Time to fuck off.’ Olivia sat up too. She had make-up smudged beneath her eyes and her tights were ripped.

      ‘Has anyone seen Summer?’ Amy said. The world was still spinning a little but she swallowed down the accompanying nausea.

      ‘Not for ages,’ Michael said.

      ‘Should we look for her before we leave?’

      ‘I think she’s perfectly capable of looking after herself,’ Henry said sharply.

      ‘I know, but I’ll feel bad if⁠—’

      ‘I’m not looking for her.’ Olivia stood, swaying a little. ‘Coming?’

      ‘Yeah.’

      Everyone started to stir, dragging themselves to their feet, bundling up the blanket, picking up some empty bottles to shove in the park bin on the way past. Even through the fug of booze and the comedown from the drugs, Amy felt a nagging voice at the back of her mind, telling her they shouldn’t leave without looking for Summer. Even if she had gone off with someone, they should at least try to make sure she was okay.

      She was about to say so when a piercing scream ripped through the air. A silence followed, a pause where everyone seemed to hold their breath.

      ‘What the fuck was that?’ Michael hissed.

      Amy didn’t reply, just turned in the direction the scream had come from and started to move. But Henry grabbed her arm and she stopped, confused. Looked down at her arm where his nails were pinching her skin.

      ‘Leave it. Let’s just get home.’

      ‘But someone could be in trouble.’

      ‘Amy’s right,’ Olivia said, eyes wide.

      ‘It’ll just be someone dicking around. I need to get out of here.’

      ‘But I still think—’ Whatever Amy had been about to say was cut off by another scream, and a shout for help.

      ‘That’s coming from the lake,’ Amy said, yanking her hand out of Henry’s grip and running in the direction of the trees. It was even darker now than it was when she’d been here earlier and she slowed right down, trying to make out the ground beneath her feet. Her ankle buckled and she cried out.

      ‘Amy?’ Henry’s voice was right behind her.

      ‘I’m okay,’ she said, pulling herself upright.

      ‘Come out of here before you hurt yourself.’

      ‘But someone’s in trouble.’ Amy couldn’t stop thinking about the figure she’d seen on the shore during her swim earlier. What if they’d stayed out here all this time, lying in wait for a student to be on their own? She’d never forgive herself if someone had got hurt and she could have prevented it. She sped up, her heart thumping and her head spinning, the sounds of her friends following her a comfort, at least.

      Everything ahead had gone eerily quiet. The shimmer of the lake in the moonlight peeped through the trees and she hurried, almost tripping over her feet in her haste.

      Finally, she emerged into the clearing. A group of people were huddled down by the water’s edge. She ran over to them. A face looked round, a milky blue in the half-light from the moon.

      ‘What’s happened?’ Amy said as she approached.

      Before anyone could reply, the mass of bodies parted, letting her through.

      ‘Who is it? What’s going on?’

      Olivia’s voice behind her, but she couldn’t reply, couldn’t speak.

      And then.

      There she was, lying half in the water, half on solid ground as though someone had tried to pull her out but given up. Skin blue, almost translucent, blonde hair matted to her face. Legs submerged, arms bruised and birdlike. Shirt ripped, one shoulder exposed.

      Amy couldn’t get any words out. She dropped to her knees, but didn’t dare touch the body.

      ‘Fuck!’ Olivia was behind her now, her hand on her back, crouching down beside her. ‘Is she…’ She couldn’t seem to get the words out either.

      ‘She’s dead.’

      Amy had no idea whose voice that was, but the words seemed to take form, landing on her back like blows.

      Because they were right.

      She had drowned.

      Summer was dead.
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          NOW

        

      

    

    
      Amy shuts the door and sinks onto the bottom step, exhausted. She listens to her mum’s footsteps disappear down the garden path, followed by the squeak of the gate. Once she’s heard the door slam and the car disappear down the road, she finally stands and makes her way into the kitchen.

      It’s not often that she and Janet fall out, but today she just couldn’t stand her fussing any longer. She feels guilty though, because of course she understands why her mum’s so worried about her being here on her own.

      ‘I’m not on my own though,’ she’d found herself saying.

      ‘I don’t mean a dog,’ Janet said. ‘You need human company.’

      ‘I have it,’ she said, and regretted it instantly.

      ‘What? Who?’

      ‘Autumn is staying here.’

      It took a moment for the penny to drop, but Amy saw exactly when it did.

      ‘Autumn? You mean the girl – the girl in the wardrobe?’

      ‘Yes, I⁠—’

      ‘You can’t have a stranger staying in your home at a time like this!’ Janet shook her head. ‘Anything could happen. You could be putting us all in danger.’

      ‘She’s just a girl.’

      ‘A girl you know nothing about!’

      ‘But I⁠—’

      ‘Honestly, Amy, I despair of you sometimes. Why are you so desperate to push me away?’

      ‘I’m not!’ Amy felt tears prick her eyes. But how could she tell her mum that she needed to help Autumn? It wouldn’t take a genius to work out it was some sort of atonement for not saving Summer.

      As she enters the kitchen a voice cuts into her thoughts.

      ‘Would you like some?’

      Autumn is at the stove, a pan of pasta in her hand.

      ‘Please.’

      Amy sits down and Autumn places a steaming bowl of pasta and tomato sauce in front of her.

      ‘Thanks. It’s nice to have someone cook for me for a change.’

      ‘It’s the least I can do,’ Autumn says.

      They both tuck into their food, Autumn shovelling pasta into her mouth like it’s about to go off.

      ‘Sorry for making things difficult with your mum,’ she says, in a break between mouthfuls.

      Amy shakes her head and swallows. ‘Honestly, it’s fine. It’s not your fault. Mum’s just really rattled. She’s convinced someone has broken into her house and that it’s somehow connected to all these things that have been going on with me. And now I’ve got you staying here and it’s just tipped her over the edge.’ Amy puts her fork down, as a thought occurs to her. ‘Can I ask you something?’

      Autumn has a smear of tomato sauce across her chin. ‘Of course.’

      ‘You mentioned this man – your father. Wilder.’

      Autumn’s hand freezes halfway to her mouth and she gives a small nod. Amy continues.

      ‘Do you think he could have had something to do with Summer’s death?’

      Autumn puts her fork down and shakes her head. ‘I don’t see how. He was across the other side of the country the night Summer died. And as far as I know, nobody at the commune even knew where she’d gone. They didn’t find out until after she died and the police came to see them.’

      Amy nods, thinking.

      What Autumn says makes sense. But she can’t shake the feeling that she’s missing something, that there’s some link that could provide a vital clue to the whole thing if she could just find it.

      ‘But you say he disappeared for good, when you were older?’

      She nods. ‘He was around when I was young. But then he left and never came back, apart from the odd visit every few months.’

      ‘How long ago?’

      Autumn swallows another mouthful. ‘I’m twenty now, so about thirteen years.’

      ‘And nobody had any idea where he went?’

      ‘Not that they told me.’

      Amy rests her fork on the side of her plate thoughtfully. ‘I went to the commune, you know.’

      Autumn’s eyes widen. ‘When?’

      ‘A couple of weeks ago. With my friend Henry. We wanted to see if anyone would tell us anything.’

      Autumn lets out a bitter laugh. ‘I guess you got nothing from them?’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘But I’m sure they were hiding something.’

      ‘They definitely were. It’s a weird place. They go on about loving each other, and everyone being equal, but in reality it’s totally meaningless. There are people in charge, and then there’s everyone else.’

      ‘This guy I saw – tall, skinny. He’s the one in charge now, I take it?’

      ‘Arlo. Yeah. He’s a nasty little man though. Always lived in Wilder’s shadow.’

      ‘In what way?’

      Autumn scrapes a piece of garlic bread across the plate to mop up every last drop of sauce. ‘After Wilder left, things changed. There was no one to replace him and for a while things were different. More chaotic, but also more relaxed. Less volatile.’ She pops the bread in her mouth and chews thoughtfully. ‘In the end, they needed someone in charge, and Arlo decided it should be him. But nobody has ever respected him in the same way as they did Wilder. Or been as scared of him.’

      Amy nods. ‘And I assume he knows that?’

      ‘Oh yes. He knows it.’ She looks up. ‘And every time Wilder left again after a few days back there, it made him even meaner.’

      ‘Did he…’ Amy pauses. ‘Did he ever hurt you? The way Wilder hurt Summer?’

      Autumn shakes her head emphatically. ‘No. No one touched me. I don’t think they dared, in case Wilder found out they’d hurt his little girl.’

      Something else occurs to Amy. ‘The podcaster who started all this, Hannah Hastings – you said she’d been to the commune too?’

      ‘Yeah. She wasn’t very welcome.’

      ‘She said someone spoke to her after she left – a woman. Someone who used to live at the commune but had left for good. Do you have any idea who that might have been?’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘No, none. But then nobody tells me anything. People come and go all the time, but the core people stay so it can’t have been one of them.’

      Amy lets Autumn’s revelations settle for a few minutes as she finishes her dinner. There’s so much to process, and it’s hard to work out what is important and what isn’t. What is clear though is that finding Autumn might just be the step towards solving this that they’d all been hoping for.

      ‘Will you help me?’ Amy says.

      Autumn frowns at her. ‘With what?’

      ‘The four of us – me, Olivia, Henry and Michael – are all terrified. These notes, the whole thing being dragged up again. We need it to stop. Whoever is sending these threats seems to think that we all know something more about Summer’s death than we’ve let on.’ She swallows. ‘I definitely don’t, and I’m sure the others don’t either.’ She doesn’t mention the doubts she’s had about them all over the past few weeks, or the suspicions they had about each other at the time. ‘They’ve already threatened Hannah and scared my mum. I’m terrified we’re all in danger.’

      Autumn settles back into the chair. She’s almost swallowed up by the sweatshirt she’s borrowed from Amy, and her scrubbed-clean face looks much younger than her twenty years.

      ‘What do you need me to do?’

      ‘Will you talk to Hannah Hastings?’

      Autumn pales. ‘I don’t know⁠—’

      ‘Please,’ Amy cuts her off. ‘She’s the one who set this whole thing in motion, and I’m positive she knows more than she’s letting on. She might even help us get to the bottom of what happened to your mum twenty years ago.’

      ‘I don’t see how I can help though. I was a baby.’

      ‘I just think it would be useful to put all the information we have together.’ Amy shrugs. ‘Plus, if we bring you to her, she’ll be so excited she’s more likely to share whatever she’s found with us.’

      Autumn watches her, her face unreadable. ‘Okay. I’ll talk to her. But can I ask you a favour as well – apart from letting me stay here, I mean?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Will you tell me everything you remember about my mum?’

      ‘Of course I will.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘I’m sorry, you’re what?’ Olivia’s voice is incredulous on the other end of the phone.

      ‘I’m letting Autumn stay with me for a while,’ Amy repeats. She’s been dreading telling Olivia this for many reasons – and this reaction is one of them.

      ‘Are you completely insane?’

      ‘She’s got nowhere else to go. What was I meant to do?’

      There’s a silence on the other end of the phone, and Amy waits, expecting an explosion. But Olivia’s voice is quiet, when it comes.

      ‘Nothing changes, does it?’ she says.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You were always a total soft touch with Summer. You let her almost ruin your life and got nothing in return. And now you’re letting her daughter take advantage of you too.’

      Anger flares through Amy’s belly.

      ‘She’s not taking advantage of me. I offered.’

      ‘Only because she was taking advantage of you anyway.’

      ‘I—’

      ‘Don’t get angry, Ames. I’m just worried about you. Nothing good ever came out of your friendship with Summer, and you know nothing about this girl or what’s happened in her life, apart from the things she’s told you. What if she’s not who she says she is? What if this is all a trap?’

      ‘I just…’ Amy trails off. Olivia has always had the power to do this to her – to make her doubt herself. ‘I’m an adult, Olivia, and Autumn is just a girl who wants to get to know the mum she’s never known. I think I can handle it.’

      Olivia doesn’t reply and Amy can hear voices in the background. She waits as Olivia speaks to someone, her voice muffled. Then she comes back on the line.

      ‘Sorry, Carl is back with Connor. I’m going to have to go.’

      ‘But will you help me?’

      ‘Of course I’ll help you. I always do.’

      And then she’s gone.
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        * * *

      

      A few days later, Olivia is on Amy’s doorstep.

      ‘Thanks for coming,’ Amy says, standing aside as Olivia bundles into the hallway.

      ‘Is she here?’ she hisses, glancing over Amy’s shoulder in the direction of the kitchen.

      Amy resists rolling her eyes. ‘If you mean Autumn, yes. She’s upstairs having a shower, she won’t be long.’

      ‘Good.’ She pulls her coat off and hands it to Amy. ‘Can we sit down?’

      ‘Sure.’ Amy hangs Olivia’s jacket on the hook and shows her through.

      ‘This place is massive,’ Olivia says, as they walk into the kitchen. The sun is high, and the room is filled with light. A gentle breeze comes through the open patio doors and Olivia’s eyes trace over the high ceiling, the fully stocked wine rack, and out into the garden where Benny is snoozing in a patch of sunshine. ‘And this is just half of it?’

      Amy turns her back and fills the kettle with water just for something to do. ‘Yes, although the other half will never get finished at this rate as I’ve run out of money.’ Olivia has always made her feel as if she’s done something wrong, and she chastises herself for feeling like she needs to apologise for the house she’s so proud of, that she worked so hard for.

      Olivia says nothing else and sits at the table.

      ‘Tea? Coffee?’ Amy says.

      ‘Coffee, please. Black, no sugar.’

      Amy switches on her fancy coffee machine, then turns round. She’s about to ask how she’s been when Olivia says, ‘Carl’s really worried about this Autumn girl staying with you.’

      ‘Is he? Why?’ Amy has only met Carl once and it strikes her as odd that he would care a jot about what she does.

      Olivia lets out a long sigh. ‘Because, Amy, he’s as worried as I am that these people could be dangerous. After all, it’s our son that’s been threatened, remember?’

      ‘Yes, of course.’ She ignores the implication that it’s much more serious than her dog being poisoned.

      Olivia leans her elbows on the table. ‘Doesn’t it strike you as odd?’

      ‘Doesn’t what strike me as odd?’

      ‘That Hannah received a threatening letter just after we did?’

      Amy frowns. ‘Not really. Whoever is sending them wants everyone to stop digging. I’d imagine Hannah is the biggest threat of all of us.’

      Olivia shakes her head, exasperated. ‘Carl reckons Hannah could be sending these herself, and I think he could be on to something.’

      ‘What?’ Amy couldn’t have been more surprised. ‘What on earth makes him think that?’

      Olivia crosses her arms and studies Amy. Upstairs a toilet flushes and soft footsteps move across the floor.

      ‘I know you’ve always liked to think the best of people, but think about it logically,’ Olivia says. ‘Hannah Hastings makes her living from resurrecting cold cases. The only way she can get people interested is either if she manages to solve the case, or she becomes totally involved in it, like that time she was kidnapped. It made her an overnight star. I mean she went from, like, a few thousand subscribers to over a million.

      ‘So, what if she started looking into this case, then halfway through she realised that there really wasn’t anything interesting about it – at least, not enough to give her listeners what they want.’ She leans back, shrugs. ‘She needs to raise the stakes, make the whole thing seem more exciting than it actually is. So she sends us threatening letters, and then sends one to herself. Voilà – a ready-made story.’ She holds her hands out as if to demonstrate.

      Amy hands Olivia a mug of coffee, then sits opposite her with a glass of water.

      ‘Let me get this straight. You’re saying you really believe that Hannah Hastings has threatened us, poisoned Benny, sent letters to Michael and Henry’s work, and is now sending letters to herself, just to make money?’

      Olivia takes a sip of her coffee and raises her eyebrows. ‘Like Carl says, some people like to create their own storms and then complain when it rains. And let’s face it, some people will do anything for money, surely you know that?’

      ‘I…’ Amy starts, but trails off. The truth is, as outlandish and ridiculous as Olivia’s theory sounds, she doesn’t know Hannah at all. What she does know though is how far people will sometimes go to make a success of something they’ve worked hard to build. Maybe Carl is on to something. Maybe Hannah really is that ruthless after all.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I’m ready,’ Autumn says, coming into the room. When she sees Olivia at the table she stops dead. ‘Oh. Hi.’

      Amy steps forward. ‘Autumn, this is my friend Olivia. She knew Summer too,’ Amy says, studying the girl’s face for a reaction. ‘Olivia, this is Autumn. Summer’s daughter.’

      Olivia swivels round to face her – and her face drains of colour. Amy knows the feeling. Seeing Autumn for the first time really is like seeing a ghost.

      Olivia pulls herself together quickly, pastes a smile on her face and holds out her hand. ‘Hello, Autumn, it’s lovely to meet you,’ she says.

      ‘You too,’ Autumn says, eyes darting back and forth as she takes Olivia’s hand.

      ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I’m coming with you to see Hannah,’ Olivia says. ‘We thought it might be useful if we all went together.’

      ‘Right.’ Autumn is wearing some more of Amy’s clothes, a pair of jeans held up with a belt and turned up at the bottom, and a sweatshirt that is tight on Amy but is over-sized on Autumn. Her hair is piled on top of her head, and she’s applied a little make-up. She still looks so desperately young.

      ‘You don’t mind, do you?’ Amy says. She feels flustered, as though she’s trying to juggle an explosive device but is in danger of dropping it.

      ‘Why would I?’

      ‘I just thought…’ Amy shakes her head. ‘Never mind.’

      ‘Shall we get going then?’ Olivia stands. Amy checks her watch. Half an hour until Hannah is expecting them.

      ‘Sure.’

      The three women leave the house, Benny trotting alongside. Autumn climbs in the back of Amy’s car and Amy settles Benny beside her.

      ‘You don’t mind being next to him, do you?’ she says to Autumn as she clips Benny’s lead in place.

      Autumn wraps her arms round Benny’s neck and nuzzles her nose into his fur. ‘Why would anyone mind being next to you, hey?’ she says, rubbing his ear as he tips his head in bliss.

      Amy shuts the door but before she opens her own, she stops.

      ‘Don’t say anything to Hannah while we’re there, will you?’ she says to Olivia across the roof of the car. ‘About… you know. What Carl said.’

      ‘Why? Surely we need to confront her, see what her reaction is. You know, immediate reactions are the best way of telling if someone is lying.’

      ‘Please, Olivia. Not today. We can keep it in mind, but I just want Autumn to talk to her, and she might clam up if we start throwing accusations around left, right and centre.’

      Olivia pauses, clearly unsure. Finally, she gives a small nod. ‘Okay. But I’m keeping my eyes out for anything suspicious, alright?’

      ‘Of course. Thank you.’
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        * * *

      

      Hannah’s flat is even messier than the last time Amy was here, papers covering the entire dining table and coffee table and piled all along the arms of the sofa. She moves a few out of the way, and the three of them sit in a line along the sofa, as if they’re being interviewed.

      ‘Thank you so much for coming,’ Hannah says, moving into the tiny kitchen area. Amy notices how she keeps glancing at Autumn as though she can’t quite believe she’s there. Amy knows how she feels. It’s so odd to see someone who looks so much like Summer, here, in the flesh. If Hannah has spent the last few weeks looking at photos of Summer, no wonder she’s feeling the same way.

      Hannah seems more on edge today, Amy notices, and she wishes she could ask Olivia what she thinks it means. Would she be nervous if she really was involved in these letters?

      ‘Tea? Coffee?’ Hannah says.

      Everyone agrees tea is fine. Amy just wants Hannah to sit down so they can get this over with.

      Finally, she places three mugs of tea, a plastic bottle of milk and a small pot of sugar on a tiny free space on the coffee table. ‘Sorry, not very beautifully presented but that’s the problem with living in rented accommodation,’ Hannah says, perching on the edge of a dining chair. She clasps her hands together in her lap as though she’s trying to stop them from moving.

      ‘So, Autumn. Amy tells me you’re happy to talk about your mum?’ Hannah says, finally looking properly at the young girl sitting on her couch.

      Autumn glances at Amy, who nods encouragingly.

      ‘I guess. Although I didn’t know her at all. I only know what I’ve been told, so you probably know more about her than I do.’

      Hannah smiles. ‘I’m sure that’s not true.’ She clears her throat. ‘You were at the commune, weren’t you, the day I came?’

      Autumn nods. ‘Yeah.’

      ‘And did you… Was it…’ She stops.

      ‘Was it because of you that I came here to find some of Summer’s friends? Yeah, it was.’

      ‘Oh. Right.’ Hannah runs her fingers through her hair, leaving a tuft sticking up behind her ear. She looks much less in control than Amy has ever seen her before. Could it be that this threatening letter she’s received really has got her rattled – or is there something else behind her nerves?

      Hannah picks up a small black plastic box from the table and holds it up. ‘Would you mind if I recorded our conversation?’

      ‘What?’ Autumn’s eyes dart back and forth. ‘Will it be used on your podcast?’

      ‘Not if you don’t want it to be. But if you would be willing to speak to me on the record, my listeners would love it.’

      ‘Why don’t we just see whether Autumn has anything useful for you before we decide?’ Amy says, stepping in.

      ‘Sure. I’ll record it just for me for now then, so I remember everything, if that’s okay?’

      Autumn shrugs. ‘Whatever.’

      Relieved, Hannah presses the record button and sets the Dictaphone back down on the table between them.

      ‘So, you said you never met your mum⁠—’

      ‘I said I didn’t know her. I met her when I was a baby. She left when I was six months old.’

      ‘Of course.’ Hannah smiles. ‘But I assume people have told you about her.’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘People don’t really talk about her.’

      ‘Right. But you know some things?’

      Autumn shrugs, looking at the floor. ‘People said stuff over the years. I’m very good at not being seen, so I found out a few things by listening when people didn’t know I was there. But mostly the subject of Summer was off limits.’

      Hannah frowns. ‘And do you know why that is?’

      Autumn looks up sharply. ‘She left.’ She doesn’t elaborate.

      ‘And that’s unforgiveable?’ Hannah asks.

      Autumn doesn’t reply immediately, but eventually she raises her eyes to look at Hannah. ‘What you need to understand about the community where I grew up is that loyalty is everything. You’re brought up by the community, you’re taught everything they know. Going out on your own and learning new things is discouraged, so once you’re gone, you’re gone – for most people, at least.’ She lets out a puff of air. ‘It’s not a bad place, and they mean well, but it can be suffocating. I can see why Summer left. But it’s made very clear from a young age that, if you leave, you’re not welcome back.’

      Hannah nods slowly, rests her chin in her hand. ‘I have to say I always thought communes were just friendly, open places. But this place sounds like it’s run more like a cult.’

      Autumn’s face changes instantly. ‘It’s not a cult.’ Her voice is cold.

      ‘Sorry. I didn’t mean anything by it,’ Hannah says. But Amy can tell from the look on her face that she got the response she was hoping for, and she wonders what Hannah knows.

      ‘Unless you lived there, you’ll never understand what it was like. Everyone there, they’re my family. They’re not perfect, I know. But they’re all I have.’ Autumn swallows. ‘Meadow – she’s Summer’s sister – she told me not to come here. She warned me that people would judge us, judge me, and not actually help me at all.’ Her eyes swivel back and forth. ‘I’m beginning to think she might have been right.’

      Amy lays her hand on Autumn’s arm. ‘We’re not judging you, I promise,’ she says, gently. ‘Your mum meant the world to me. To us. We just want to try and get some answers.’

      Autumn stares down at the hand on her arm. The silence hums in the room.

      Finally Autumn nods. ‘Okay. But before I say anything else, can you tell me what you know?’ She looks straight at Hannah.

      Hannah doesn’t speak for a moment. Then she turns, scans the table for something, and picks out a green cardboard folder.

      ‘I’ve been reading the police reports from the time of your mum’s death,’ she says, turning back to face them. ‘As you know I’ve also been to the commune, where they wouldn’t tell me anything. But I spoke to some of the locals in the nearby town while I was there.’

      ‘We went there too, Henry and I,’ Amy says, and all eyes swivel to her. ‘It was clear there was no love lost between the people in the town and the commune.’

      ‘No, quite,’ Hannah says.

      ‘They don’t know us,’ Autumn says quietly.

      ‘One woman mentioned there was a lot of tension, and that one particular night there was a bit of a clash,’ Amy says. ‘But that’s all we got. Did you find out anything else?’

      ‘I did get a couple of people talking about a man called Wilder.’ Hannah watches for Autumn’s reaction as she says the name. A look flashes across her face that’s difficult to read. ‘I guess you know him?’

      Autumn stares at the carpet and doesn’t reply. Finally, she raises her eyes to meet Hannah’s. ‘He’s my father. But I’ve barely seen him for the last thirteen years.’

      ‘And you don’t have any idea what might have happened to him, since then?’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘No. Not since he left for good.’

      ‘Did you ever hear any rumours? Any hints about where he might have gone, or whether he kept his name?’

      ‘No!’ Autumn is agitated, her voice high. ‘Even when he used to come back from time to time he never told anyone where he’d been, or when he’d be back again.’ She looks at Amy. ‘Anyway, I’ve already told Amy that there’s no way he can be behind all this because he didn’t even know where Summer was.’ Amy lays her hand on her arm.

      ‘Autumn has already said she doesn’t know anything about Wilder,’ she tells Hannah. She narrows her eyes. ‘Why, do you know something?’

      ‘I’m not sure.’

      Amy feels her heart thump in her chest. Could this be the key to unravelling everything? Could Hannah really have found something out?

      ‘If you’ve found something, you need to go to the police with it,’ Amy says, her voice low.

      ‘Don’t worry, I will, once I’m sure,’ Hannah says. She picks up another piece of paper, glances at it, then passes it to Olivia.

      ‘Do you recognise this?’ she says.

      Olivia frowns, but when she sees what Hannah has given her, her face pales. She doesn’t say anything, and the silence fills the room, taking all the air with it.

      ‘What is it?’ Amy says. She reaches for it, but Olivia snatches it away.

      ‘Olivia? What’s going on?’ Amy looks from her friend to Hannah, hoping for an explanation.

      ‘It’s nothing,’ Olivia says, but her voice is shaking.

      ‘It must be something.’

      ‘It’s not relevant,’ she snaps, and Amy recoils.

      ‘So you do recognise it then?’ Hannah says.

      ‘Yes. But I don’t see what it’s got to do with anything.’

      ‘Is someone going to tell me what the hell is going on here?’ Amy says, her voice sharp.

      Olivia and Hannah stare at each other for a moment, a stand-off. Finally, Olivia breaks. She hands the photocopy to Amy.

      It’s a newspaper story, dated 11 June 2006 with the headline ‘One year on: Summer’s friend breaks her silence.’ Below it is a blurry photo of Olivia, and alongside that a picture of the five of them together – Amy, Olivia, Michael, Henry and Summer – that Amy doesn’t remember being taken.

      ‘What on earth is this?’ Amy says.

      ‘It’s an interview I did with a newspaper on the first anniversary of Summer’s death,’ Olivia replies, her voice quiet.

      Amy looks back at the paper, her hand shaking. ‘I’m sorry. You did what?’

      Olivia rubs her face and lets out a long breath of air. ‘The year after Summer died, I was struggling. I didn’t have a job, I had no money, and a journalist from the paper offered me a grand to speak to them.’ She shrugs. ‘It felt like a no-brainer. I mean, there didn’t seem any reason not to do it.’

      ‘But – you’ve never mentioned this.’

      ‘It didn’t seem important.’

      ‘Not important?’ Amy wants to throw something, to shout, to scream, rant. But she holds it in. She glances at Autumn, who is watching them intently, then turns to Hannah. ‘You obviously think this is relevant,’ she says. ‘Why?’

      ‘I don’t know if you know this, but in 2012, Summer’s case was briefly re-opened by a cold case department at Norfolk and Norwich police. They’d been tasked with looking at some old cases and seeing if there was anything that might have been missed at the time.

      ‘Summer’s case was one of them. And I believe one of the reasons they chose it was because of some of the claims Olivia made in this interview, about people not telling the truth, and about evidence being ignored. In fact, it was mentioned by them, once, although it will take me a while to find it.’

      Amy tries to gather her thoughts. ‘So what happened next? Did they find anything?’

      ‘Not much, it seems. But that’s not what interested me.’ She pauses. ‘More interesting was the fact that the case re-opening coincided almost exactly with the time Wilder disappeared from the commune.’

      Nobody speaks for a moment as the words settle in. Amy glances at Autumn, who has gone pale.

      ‘So…’ Autumn stops, her voice wavering. ‘So you’re saying that you think Wilder might have disappeared because he had something to do with Summer’s death, and he thought he was about to get caught?’

      ‘It’s only a theory.’

      ‘But I don’t understand. How can he have had anything to do with Summer’s death? He didn’t know where she was.’ She looks close to tears. ‘And he wasn’t a nice man to everyone else, but he loved her. He wouldn’t hurt her. Not like that.’

      ‘I don’t know that yet,’ Hannah says. ‘But I am trying to find out more.’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘It must be a coincidence.’

      ‘Maybe.’ Hannah doesn’t sound convinced.

      Amy shakes her head. ‘I can’t believe you did this, Liv.’ She looks up. ‘They came to me too, but I said no. There was no way I was talking to anyone.’

      Olivia reddens, but doesn’t apologise. ‘I needed the money. Lucky for you that you didn’t.’

      Amy doesn’t reply in case she says something she might regret. Instead, she turns to Hannah again.

      ‘Have you mentioned this on your podcast yet?’

      Hannah shakes her head. ‘Not yet. I’m planning it for the next episode.’

      ‘I don’t think you should. We don’t know where this Wilder is, but if he is involved in this he could be dangerous.’

      ‘You must be kidding. This has taken me weeks to uncover. It’s amazing content.’ She looks at Autumn. ‘Sorry.’

      Autumn doesn’t reply.

      ‘Seriously, Hannah. If Wilder is behind all of this then he means business. And if he thinks you’re on to him, who knows what he might do next. You have to take this to the police.’

      ‘I will, eventually.’

      ‘But you want the glory for yourself first, no matter the consequences for anyone else?’ Olivia interrupts, disdain dripping from her voice.

      ‘If you mean, do I want credit for all the hard work I’ve put into this, then yes. I’m not prepared to give away all my secrets now. Not until I’ve got what I need.’

      ‘You’ve worked hard, or you’ve pulled the wool over everyone’s eyes?’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      ‘Olivia,’ Amy warns, but Olivia ignores her.

      ‘How do we even know that this cold case stuff happened? Or… or that you’re not just writing these letters yourself so you’ve got better content?’ She puts quotation marks round the last word.

      Hannah’s eyes widen. ‘You honestly think I’d threaten everyone, just for a story? You think I poisoned Amy’s dog?’ She stands, almost knocking a pile of papers flying. ‘Jesus, you’re more deluded than I thought.’

      ‘I’m done with this bullshit.’ Olivia stands too, and marches to the door and down the stairs.

      ‘I’m sorry,’ Amy says, as she and Autumn make to leave too. ‘For the record, I don’t think you wrote these letters yourself.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      Amy bends and clips Benny’s lead on then turns back to Hannah. ‘But I do think you need to go to the police about this for all our sakes.’

      ‘And if I don’t?’

      ‘Then I will.’
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        12 June 2005

      

      

      The flash of blue light poured through the gaps between the trees, lighting up ghostly faces and scattering shards of sapphires across the surface of the lake. A chattering crowd of nerves and terror had gathered like a protective barrier. Someone had started pulling Summer’s body out of the water, but had given up through fear or exhaustion, leaving her legs still submerged. They had turned a mottled purple.

      Amy couldn’t look, was crumpled on the ground a few metres away, a blanket wrapped round her shoulders. She was shivering violently, although she wasn’t sure whether it was the early morning air or the shock. Beside her, Henry, Olivia and Michael sat too, staring into space, not speaking. They were all completely sober now.

      Somewhere through the trees a car door slammed, followed by footsteps tramping, heavy-footed, through the undergrowth. The beam of a torch emerged first, followed by two bodies, dressed in police uniform.

      ‘Step aside, please,’ the first commanded, and a pathway formed through the bodies.

      ‘Do you think we should go home?’ Henry whispered.

      ‘They might want to question us,’ Michael said. ‘As Summer’s friends.’

      ‘She wasn’t my friend.’

      ‘Olivia!’ Henry’s voice was sharp.

      ‘What? She wasn’t. I’m not going to pretend she was now just because she’s dead.’

      Amy stood without replying, swaying wildly as her legs wobbled beneath her.

      ‘I’m going to see what’s happening.’ The blanket round her shoulders dropped to the floor.

      ‘I’ll come too,’ Henry said, leaping up beside her. Michael and Olivia followed suit, linking arms. ‘We’ll all go.’

      They made their way towards the crowd, the police officers. One was scribbling in a notebook, the other was slightly to the side, speaking quietly into a walkie talkie.

      Summer’s body was still where they’d left it, but a space had been marked round her by police tape wrapped round the nearest things they could find – a squat hedge and a small tree. It fluttered in a light breeze.

      It was now a crime scene. Amy shivered.

      As they approached, the note-writing officer looked up.

      ‘I want to speak to everyone here before you go anywhere,’ he said, his voice ringing out clearly in the night air. ‘We’ve got back-up on the way, but if you could all follow me and give me your names and phone numbers that would be much appreciated.’ He set off, away from the water’s edge.

      ‘I don’t want to leave her,’ Amy said as the rest of the people around her melted away into the darkness.

      ‘She won’t be on her own,’ Henry said, indicating the other police officer, who had stopped speaking now and was standing a few feet away, watching them.

      ‘I know, but⁠—’

      ‘If you could move away from the body and follow my colleague, please,’ the officer called out. She looked young, not much older than them, and Amy wondered how she did it. How she dealt with all the things she saw every day.

      ‘Will she be alright, here?’ Amy said.

      ‘She’ll be fine. My colleagues are on their way, and I won’t leave her alone.’ She paused. ‘I promise.’

      ‘Come on, Ames,’ Henry said gently, wrapping his arm around her shoulders and leading her away from the lake.

      The four friends followed slightly behind the group, huddled together. It felt unreal, and Amy kept hoping she’d wake up soon and realise it was a bad dream. She’d tell Summer what happened and she’d laugh, her whole face lighting up like sunshine.

      A cold had set deep into Amy’s bones now and she pulled the blanket tighter round herself.

      ‘I saw someone,’ Olivia said. Her voice was barely a whisper.

      ‘What do you mean?’ Henry said.

      ‘I saw her arguing with someone.’

      ‘That was Professor Owens,’ Amy said. ‘I was there too, remember?’

      But Olivia shook her head. ‘No, not then. Later.’

      A shiver runs down Amy’s spine. ‘Who?’

      ‘I – I don’t know. It was too dark to see properly.’

      ‘Fuck.’

      ‘I… I left her to it. But I… should have said something. I could have saved her.’ Her voice shook.

      ‘No, Livs,’ Henry said, stopping and spinning her round to face him. His eyes flashed in the dark. ‘Whatever has happened here, whether it’s an accident or something more, it’s not our fault. None of it. Do you understand?’

      Olivia glanced at Amy, Michael, then down at the floor. She gave a small nod and said, ‘I know.’

      A second of silence, then Henry turned on his heel. ‘Now come on, let’s go and give our details to the police so we can fuck off home to bed and try and put this hellish night behind us.’

      They tramped on, heads down, all of them consumed by the image of Summer’s body, pale and translucent in the moonlight, the empty stare of her eyes. And as a band of orange light appeared along the horizon to let them know that morning was coming, they all knew that, no matter what happened next, life would never be the same again.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            20

          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      
        
        THE UGLY TRUTH, with Hannah Hastings

        Series 16

        Episode 4: Wilder than fiction

      

      

      
        
        Hello and thank you for joining me again. Welcome to episode four of the latest series of The Ugly Truth. If you’ve been following me over the last couple of weeks, you’ll know that I’m investigating the death of Summer Carpenter, a mysterious girl who drowned at a student party back in the summer of 2005. I won’t recap all the details now, but if you haven’t listened to the previous episodes yet then I suggest you do before carrying on.

        Today, though, I have exciting news. After receiving a letter last week warning me to stop investigating, I knew I was on to something – and I suspected I was getting close to finding out the truth. All I needed was one little extra piece of the jigsaw, and I was certain all would become clear.

        Well, this week I made a discovery that has taken me one step closer to a breakthrough – and I’m so excited to tell you about it.

        If you remember, Summer Carpenter lived with a group of four friends during her nine months in Norwich. Amy Stewart, Henry Campbell, Michael Lambert and Olivia Clarke were all questioned in the immediate aftermath of Summer’s death, and quoted in various newspaper articles. But at the time they all refused to be interviewed in any detail.

        However, a year later, Olivia Clarke gave an interview to a newspaper in which she made some accusations which suggested that, not only had the police not investigated Summer’s death very thoroughly, but that they had ignored some important details from witness statements – including her own.

        This week, I had it from a very reliable source that Olivia only gave this interview because she needed the money. And, in fact, she probably thought that it would have very little impact.

        And for many years, she was right. But six years later in 2012 – seven years after Summer’s death – Norwich and Norfolk police’s cold case department decided to briefly re-open Summer Carpenter’s case, and cited Olivia’s interview as one of their reasons for doing so.

        But that’s not all. Because it gets even more interesting.

        Although the cold case investigation was later closed with no further conclusions, a man called Wilder, who lived at the commune where Summer Carpenter grew up, and where she had lived until just before she turned up in Norwich, left the commune. And although he⁠—

      

      

      ‘Shit!’ Amy jabs her finger on the stop button and smacks her other hand against the table, making Benny jump.

      ‘Sorry, boy,’ she says, leaning down and rubbing his head.

      She’d known this was coming, but hearing it makes it all much more real. Maybe it’s finally time to carry out her threat of going to the police.

      Snatching up her phone, Amy stalks into the garden. The sun has disappeared behind a thick bank of dark cloud, and she shivers in the cool breeze.

      Over in a corner, Autumn is attacking a flower bed with a garden fork, her hair scraped off her face into a scruffy ponytail, her sleeves rolled up to the elbows, revealing painfully thin arms. In that moment she is so like her mum that Amy can’t take her eyes off her.

      Autumn must hear her because she turns and smiles. Her smile quickly fades when she sees Amy’s face.

      ‘Has something happened?’ she says, jabbing the fork into the ground and peeling off her gardening gloves.

      ‘Have you listened to Hannah’s new podcast?’

      ‘Not yet.’ Autumns eyes widen. ‘Has she done it? Has she talked about Wilder?’

      Amy nods.

      Autumn wipes a streak of mud from her arms. ‘So do you think she’s been to the police yet, or are we going to?’

      It’s been so long since she’s had someone on her side, Amy allows herself a little shiver of satisfaction at the word ‘we’. She pulls herself up.

      ‘I really don’t know. I think perhaps I should ring her first. Give her one last chance to do it herself. After all, it’s her research.’

      Autumn nods, but says nothing.

      ‘What?’ Amy says.

      Autumn squirms. ‘I don’t know. I just – I kind of hope she’s right about Wilder because…’ She stops, looks down at her feet. ‘Because at least that means I might see him again. Is that wrong?’

      Amy closes the gap between them and wraps her arms around the girl. ‘Of course it isn’t. He’s your father, no matter what he might have done.’

      They stand like that for a few seconds before Autumn pulls away, swiping her muddy hand across her cheek. ‘Anyway, you need to ring Hannah. I’ll just get on here.’

      She turns away, back to the flower bed. Amy finds Hannah’s number in her phone and calls it. It doesn’t connect, and she ends the call, frustrated. This is the third time in three days she’s tried to contact her and had no luck. She taps out a message and hopes Hannah will reply soon.

      The rest of the day is busy with clients, and it’s not until after dinner that Amy realises that Hannah still hasn’t replied.

      ‘I might pop over to her flat, see if she’s in,’ Amy says to Autumn, who’s curled up on the sofa watching Love Island, Benny beside her, snoring his head off. She doesn’t like to admit it even to herself, but she’s glad of Autumn’s company. She might tell her mum that she’s happy living on her own, but Autumn being here for the last week or so has made her realise that perhaps she’s not as keen on being by herself as she might make out.

      ‘Do you want me to come with you?’ Autumn says, looking away from the screen.

      ‘If you like.’

      She stands, and Benny follows suit. ‘I’m all yours.’

      It’s only a short drive to Hannah’s and it’s still light out, the sun dipping beneath the horizon and leaving a blaze of bright orange across the treetops.

      ‘You don’t think something’s happened to her, do you?’ Autumn says as the road rumbles by beneath them.

      Amy doesn’t take her eyes off the road, but she stiffens. ‘I hope not.’

      Autumn doesn’t reply, and five minutes later they pull up outside Hannah’s flat. It’s dark now, and Amy feels a beat of unease as she gazes up at Hannah’s window. There are no lights on inside the flat.

      ‘Let’s go and find out what’s going on,’ Amy says, trying to sound braver than she feels.

      They climb out of the car and clip Benny’s lead on. He keeps stopping to sniff all the new smells, but she tugs his lead impatiently. At the main door, Amy presses the buzzer for Hannah’s flat.

      A few seconds pass and nothing.

      Autumn presses it again, the buzz loud in the still night air. She steps back, peers back up at the window.

      ‘She must have gone out.’

      ‘Yeah.’ Amy looks round, and shivers. There are so many places to hide round here, what if someone is watching them, right now? But why would they be?

      Besides, Benny isn’t worried. She’s being ridiculous.

      ‘Do you know something?’

      ‘What?’ Amy looks up, surprised. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘You seem really jumpy. I feel like there’s something you’re not telling me.’

      ‘No, there’s honestly not,’ Amy says. ‘I’m fine, really. I just… I want to stop being scared all the time, that’s all.’

      ‘These letters have really got to you, haven’t they?’

      Instinctively, Amy reaches down and ruffles Benny’s fur. ‘They tried to kill Benny,’ she whispers, as though someone in the shadows is listening. ‘It doesn’t seem to matter that we don’t know anything about that night – whoever is doing this thinks we do. But what scares me the most is not knowing how far they’ll go to keep us quiet.’

      They stand there for a minute or so longer, glancing up at Hannah’s window.

      ‘Shall we wait and see if she comes back?’

      Amy shrugs. ‘Let’s take Benny for a quick trot round the block and if she’s not here by the time we get back, we’ll go home and try again tomorrow, deal?’

      ‘Deal.’ Autumn takes Benny’s lead. ‘Come on, Benny,’ she says, running off down the path.

      Amy smiles to herself. She seems to be the only one worried here. Perhaps she is overreacting after all.
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      Hannah still isn’t back by the time they return, so they head home, agreeing that if she hasn’t got in touch by the following afternoon, they’ll go back. And if she’s still not there, then they’ll ring the police.

      But they don’t get a chance. Because at lunchtime the following day, the phone rings and changes everything.

      It’s Olivia.

      ‘Have you heard?’

      No preamble, and she sounds breathless. Terrified.

      ‘Heard what?’

      ‘About Hannah.’

      A sense of dread settles deep in the pit of Amy’s stomach. The phone shakes in her hand.

      ‘I haven’t heard anything.’

      From the corner of her eye, Amy can see Autumn watching her, curiously, and she turns away.

      A beat of silence that stretches like forever, then, ‘They’ve found her.’

      Another beat. Then, ‘She’s dead.’

      Amy’s legs give way and she crumples to the floor. Autumn’s hands are on her back, and she knows she has to tell her what’s happened, but she can’t get any words out, she can’t get any breath.

      She can hear Olivia still speaking, and she tunes back in.

      ‘There was a call, and police found her. They’ve already identified her body. Amy, she was in the lake.’

      ‘You mean…’ The words stick in her throat.

      ‘The lake where they found Summer.’

      The world reduces to a pinprick, the blackness closes in from every side. Amy is sure she’s about to pass out, the blood pumping round her body so fast she can barely breathe. She looks up at Autumn and the terror on her face brings her to her senses. She’s the grown up here. She needs to pull herself together.

      She pushes herself to her feet again, her legs wobbly. ‘How do you know?’ she says, as she lowers herself into a chair.

      ‘It’s all over the news. Haven’t you seen it?’

      ‘I’ve been working,’ Amy says. ‘Hang on.’

      She clicks her phone to speakerphone and pulls up the local news site. It’s the top story, breaking news.

      Top true crime podcaster found dead.

      Amy can barely hold the phone, her hands are shaking so much. She looks at Autumn, whose eyes are wide with shock.

      ‘I need to go,’ she says to Olivia. ‘I’ll ring you back.’

      She hangs up.

      ‘Hannah?’ Autumn whispers. She’s so pale her skin is almost translucent. As though he can detect something is wrong, Benny nuzzles his nose into Amy’s arm.

      Amy nods wordlessly.

      Autumn slumps onto a chair beside her, her whole body collapsing.

      ‘But we were there.’

      ‘I know.’

      ‘Could we… could we have saved her? Should we have done something?’

      ‘This is not our fault,’ Amy says emphatically.

      ‘But—’

      ‘Hannah was found in Norwich.’

      Autumn looks up sharply. ‘Norwich?’

      ‘She drowned in the lake.’

      It takes a few seconds, but Amy sees the moment realisation dawns.

      ‘Like Summer.’ Her voice is barely a whisper, but the words hang in the air between them, their power to harm palpable.

      ‘According to the news story, someone found her yesterday evening. She was dead by the time the ambulance arrived.’ Her eyes scan the report. ‘Police haven’t said whether it’s suspicious circumstances yet.’ She looks up at Autumn. ‘What the hell was she doing there?’

      ‘What if… What if someone called her there, promising to tell her something? She was pretty sure she was almost there, that she’d found something important. She would have gone, wouldn’t she? For the podcast?’

      Amy nods slowly. Autumn’s right. They’d warned Hannah to be careful, that whoever was behind this would do anything to keep the truth buried. But she hadn’t listened.

      And now she’s dead.

      Amy’s distracted by her phone ringing again. Olivia is FaceTiming her. She clicks answer.

      Olivia’s face fills the screen, then seconds later Henry and Michael appear too, in separate squares, both calling from their own homes. They’re all pale with shock, their eyes filled with fear.

      ‘What the fuck,’ Michael says. He has grey circles under his eyes and his lips are chapped.

      ‘We mustn’t panic,’ Henry says.

      ‘Not panic? How the hell are we meant to not panic?’ Michael’s voice is a screech.

      ‘I can’t believe this is happening,’ Olivia says.

      ‘Me neither.’ Amy’s throat feels thick.

      ‘We have to tell the police now, don’t we? About the threats?’

      ‘We do. But we also need to come up with a plan.’

      ‘What sort of plan?’

      ‘To put an end to this once and for all.’

      Olivia nods. ‘You’re right. Can you all come here? Carl’s away for a few days and I can’t leave Connor, but we need to talk, in person.’

      ‘I can be there on Saturday,’ Michael says.

      ‘That should be fine,’ Olivia says, and they all agree.

      ‘We need to stop this before someone else dies.’
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      Amy walks towards the police station purposefully. The doors slide open and shut again behind her. The weather has suddenly turned unseasonally hot for early May, and the air conditioning is too weak to cool the stifling air, so that it feels like breathing through a blanket.

      She walks up to the counter where a painfully young police officer – a different one to last time – is watching her.

      ‘How can I help you, madam?’

      ‘I’m here to see Detective Inspector Harte,’ Amy says, trying to keep her voice under control. ‘She’s expecting me.’

      She waits while the officer calls through. The reception area is quiet, just one old man on a plastic chair in the corner, and a woman – girl, really – slumped on a bench, her leg bouncing up and down violently. Her arms are covered in scratch marks.

      ‘She’s on her way,’ the officer says.

      Detective Inspector Alex Harte arrives less than a minute later. She’s tall, her hair cut into a neat bob, blunt fringe. But she has warm eyes, and Amy feels herself relaxing a little as she shakes her hand.

      ‘Thank you for coming at such short notice,’ she says.

      ‘It’s fine. I’ll do whatever I can to help,’ Amy says.

      Amy had called the police after ending the call with the others. They’d agreed not to get them involved before, but now they have no choice. A woman is dead, and they’re terrified they’ll be next.

      She’d been surprised, though, that the officer she spoke to knew who she was.

      ‘We’re investigating the death of Hannah Hastings. We were going to call you and ask if you’d mind answering a few questions,’ she’d said.

      And now here she is, equal parts relieved to be passing the problem on to the authorities and terrified she might somehow be in trouble.

      ‘Follow me.’ DI Harte holds her pass up to the security door and lets them into a corridor that’s thankfully significantly cooler. Amy follows her until they reach a room at the end. As she enters the interview room her heart thumps, memories of the days after Summer’s death when they’d all been questioned one by one – her, Olivia, Michael and Henry – flooding her senses. The days when they’d all eyed each other with suspicion, and wondered, ‘Was it you?’

      She sits, quickly, before she falls. She’s not here under any suspicion today. She’s here to help.

      She takes a deep breath as DI Harte sits on the opposite side of the table next to another officer. She smiles and clasps her hands together in front of her.

      ‘This is Sergeant Hunter,’ she says, indicating the younger man beside her. His cheeks are pink and his hair so fair it’s almost white. He looks about twelve.

      Amy smiles.

      ‘We really appreciate you coming in so quickly.’

      ‘It’s fine.’ Amy’s leg jumps up and down under the table and she presses her hand against it. Her mouth is dry and she picks up one of the plastic cups from the middle of the table. It’s so flimsy she spills some, leaving a trail of droplets behind.

      ‘I’m going to record this interview, if you don’t mind,’ DI Harte says.

      ‘No, of course,’ Amy mumbles. She watches as DI Harte presses the record button and a green light comes on. She tells the machine the date and time and who is being interviewed, then turns back to Amy with a smile which looks friendly enough but Amy is sure is well-practised.

      ‘I believe you knew Hannah Hastings?’ she says. Beside her, Sergeant Hunter drums a biro against a notepad. Sweat trickles down Amy’s neck and spine. She tries to swallow but her throat feels blocked.

      ‘Not well,’ she says. ‘I only met her a couple of times.’

      ‘But I believe you were with her a few days before she died?’

      ‘Yes, I was.’

      ‘Can you tell me what that visit was for?’

      ‘I went to speak to her about her podcast.’

      ‘Ah yes, the podcast she was making about the death of Summer Carpenter.’ DI Harte sits back in her chair. Amy concentrates on maintaining eye contact. Why does she feel guilty when she knows she hasn’t done anything wrong? ‘What did you think about that?’

      Amy shrugs. ‘Not much.’

      ‘So you didn’t mind that she was bringing up a painful part of your life from nearly twenty years ago?’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘I wasn’t thrilled about it, no. But Hannah seemed nice and I thought it might be a good idea to talk to her rather than pretend it wasn’t happening. I thought she might tell me what she’d found out. But also… I wanted to warn her.’

      ‘Warn her?’ DI Harte leans forward again, resting her elbows on the plastic tabletop.

      Amy clears her throat. ‘I – I’d received some notes, warning me to stay away. Not to get involved.’

      ‘I see. And what did these notes say?’

      ‘They threatened my dog, Benny. And then Benny was poisoned. I was worried Hannah wasn’t taking it as seriously as she should, and I wanted to warn her that whoever was sending them meant business.’

      Sergeant Hunter stops tapping. ‘Why didn’t you report it when your dog was poisoned?’ he says.

      ‘I…’ Amy trails off. What is she supposed to say? We all agreed we didn’t want to get the police involved? How can she explain how much all four of them wanted to pretend this wasn’t happening? ‘I tried to when the first note arrived but after that… I guess I was scared that whoever wrote them might do something even worse if I got the police involved,’ she finishes.

      DI Harte nods. ‘Do you have these letters with you now?’

      ‘Yes.’ Amy pulls them out of her bag and hands them over. Even seeing the black scribble makes her shiver. Sergeant Hunter pulls them closer and peers at them.

      ‘And you say that after this one—’ he taps the second letter ‘—your dog was poisoned.’

      ‘That’s right.’

      He scribbles something on his pad.

      ‘Did Miss Hastings tell you the details of anything she’d discovered?’

      ‘About Summer’s death?’

      ‘Perhaps. Or about who might be the sender of these letters.’ He glances down at his notes again. ‘She mentioned someone called Wilder, who went missing from the commune just after Summer’s case was re-opened. Do you have any more information about who or where Wilder might be?’

      ‘No, I don’t think Hannah knew who Wilder was. At least, if she did, she didn’t tell me.’

      ‘But she might have done?’

      An image of Autumn flashes into Amy’s mind and she realises she hasn’t mentioned that Summer’s daughter is staying with her. If she fails to mention it now, it could look suspicious.

      ‘No, I really don’t think she did. But there’s something else I need to tell you. Summer’s daughter, Autumn, is staying with me.’

      DS Hunter glances at his boss, who shakes her head, not giving anything away.

      ‘I see. And could you tell me more about how this came about?’ she says, folding her arms.

      Amy rubs her head, where a tight band has formed. ‘Autumn just – turned up one day.’ Amy decides it’s best not to mention that the girl had broken into her house. ‘She told me that Hannah had been to the commune where she lived, asking questions, and she wanted to know more about her mother, so she came to look for us. Well, for me, specifically.’

      DS Hunter scribbles something in his notebook, then looks up. ‘And why does this lead you to believe that Hannah didn’t know who Wilder was?’

      ‘Because if she had, I believe she would have told Autumn,’ Amy leans forward. ‘The thing is, I don’t much care what happened twenty years ago. Summer drowned and the police never found out what happened. I don’t know any more than that, even if whoever is writing these notes thinks I did.’ Her heart thumps. ‘I just wanted it all to stop.’

      ‘And you didn’t think we’d be best placed to deal with that?’

      Amy looks down at the table, too ashamed to reply.

      There’s another moment of silence, then DI Harte speaks again.

      ‘Did you know that all of Miss Hastings’ things were taken from her flat?’

      Amy looks up sharply. ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘The night she died, somebody broke into her flat and took all the paperwork and her laptop.’

      ‘You mean⁠—’

      ‘All evidence of whatever she had discovered has gone.’

      Amy doesn’t know what to say. Then something occurs to her, and bile rises in her throat.

      ‘I was there…’ she says, her voice rough.

      DI Harte frowns. ‘You were where?’

      Amy looks up at her. ‘At Hannah’s flat. The night she died.’

      DI Harte raises her eyebrows. ‘Go on.’

      Amy’s head is spinning, and she feels sick. She forces the words out, slowly, unsure whether she’s incriminating herself somehow. But it’s too late to go back now.

      ‘I was worried about her. I’d tried to ring her, to warn her. And to apologise.’

      ‘Apologise for what?’

      ‘When I went to see her, before, I didn’t go alone.’ Amy raises her chin. ‘Autumn came with me, and so did my old university friend Olivia.’

      Sergeant Hunter shuffles his paperwork and points at something. DI Harte reads it and gives a small nod.

      ‘Are you talking about Olivia Clarke?’

      ‘Yes.’

      She threads her fingers together beneath her chin. ‘I see.’

      ‘Are you speaking to her too?’

      ‘We are,’ DI Harte confirms but doesn’t say any more.

      ‘Right.’ She picks up the plastic cup again, takes a sip. The tepid water soothes her throat a little and she looks up. ‘She came with me because she’d had a letter too, threatening her son. She wanted to know what Hannah had found, and she was – well, she was quite rude to her. So I wanted to tell Hannah I was sorry, and to make sure she was okay.’

      ‘I see.’

      ‘She didn’t answer so I left her a few messages and sent her a text. But when I didn’t hear back from her, Autumn and I went to her flat to see if she was there.’

      ‘I assume she wasn’t?’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘No. And her flat looked empty.’ She looks down at the table. ‘I guess that’s because it was.’

      DI Harte pauses a moment. ‘Do you have any idea why Hannah Hastings might have left her flat to travel to Norwich late in the evening? To have gone to the same park where Summer had died twenty years before, alone?’

      ‘No.’

      ‘It seems a coincidence though, doesn’t it? That she drowned in the same place?’

      Amy looks up as a shiver runs down her spine. ‘She was desperate to get this story. If someone called her and told her they had some information for her, I’m absolutely certain she would have gone.’

      DI Harte nods. ‘And if that was the case, do you have any idea who that person might have been?’

      She shakes her head.

      ‘You don’t think it could be Miss Clarke?’

      ‘Olivia? Of course not!’ Amy is outraged.

      ‘But you said she was annoyed with Miss Hastings when you paid her a visit, that she was rude to her, desperate to find out the truth?’

      ‘She was. We all are.’

      ‘All?’

      ‘Me, Olivia, and… and Michael and Henry.’

      ‘Your old university friends who were there the night that Summer died?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I see.’

      The back of Amy’s neck feels hot and her palms are clammy. She tucks them under her thighs.

      ‘You’re barking up the wrong tree,’ Amy says. ‘Olivia would never hurt anyone. None of them would.’

      ‘So even though you lost touch with these people twenty years ago, you believe you know them well enough to categorically say that?’

      ‘Yes!’ She needs to make her understand. ‘Listen, this all started when Hannah started digging around in the past. Someone out there wanted her to stop looking and seemed to think we all know more about what happened to Summer than we do. But honestly, I don’t know any more than what I told the police at the time. Summer was drunk that night, we all were. I’m fairly sure she’d taken something as well, and she was wild. Things got out of control.’ She shuffles her feet, desperate to say her piece and get out of here. ‘When Summer drowned it was the end of our final term, and we all went our separate ways.’ She shrugs. ‘I guess we were all pretty traumatised. But it wasn’t because we thought one of us had hurt Summer.’

      DI Harte nods. ‘Okay, thank you.’

      Amy stares at her. ‘That’s it?’

      ‘That’s all we need for now,’ she says. She turns to the tape. ‘Interview terminated at 14.23.’ Then she clicks it off.

      ‘Thank you for cooperation, Miss Stewart. You’re free to go but please don’t go too far. As you were one of the last people to see Miss Hastings alive, we’ll probably need to speak to you again soon.’ She picks the letters off the table. ‘Can we keep these?’

      Amy nods.

      ‘Thank you.’

      She stands, and Sergeant Hunter gathers his papers and does the same. Amy has no choice but to follow suit, even though she has so many questions she wants to ask.

      Instead she follows them out of the room, back along the corridor and out into the reception area, still sticky with heat.

      As she leaves the police station and walks towards her car she feels a prickling sensation, as though she’s being watched. She looks left and right, looks behind her. But there’s no one around. She’s being paranoid.

      She told DI Harte that she was absolutely certain none of her friends could have had anything to do with Summer’s death. But as she drives home, she knows that was a lie.

      She isn’t certain of anything any more.
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        * * *

      

      She pulls up outside her house and takes a few deep breaths. It’s fine. The police are on the case now, it will all be fine.

      She walks up the path and lets herself in. But as she pushes the door open, Autumn is waiting in the hallway for her. She’s as white as a sheet.

      ‘What’s happened?’ she says. ‘Is it Benny?’ She looks round frantically, her pulse thumping in her temple.

      But Autumn shakes her head. That’s when Amy notices she’s holding something in her hand. An envelope.

      A white envelope.

      She holds it out in front of her, her hand shaking violently. And Amy sees it then, the familiar black spidery lettering, spelling out her name.

      Her legs feel weak and she sits on the bottom stair as she takes the envelope from Autumn’s grasp. In a daze, she slits it open and pulls out the tatty piece of paper and unfolds it.

      
        
        Hannah didn’t listen.

        Think of this as a warning.

      

      

      That’s it. Nothing else.

      She looks up at Autumn, hands her the letter. The girl’s face pales even more as she reads it.

      ‘What do we do?’

      ‘I don’t…’ Amy stops, the words stuck in her throat. She swallows. ‘We need to find out who this is and stop them. Whatever it takes.’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
          

          
            22

          

          NOW

        

      

    

    
      Amy pulls up outside Olivia’s house and kills the engine. Her whole body thrums with tension. She pulls down the sunshade and studies herself in the tiny mirror. The dark circles under her eyes are worse than usual, but other than that she doesn’t look as bad as she feels. Which is probably just as well.

      She needs to go in.

      Just one more minute.

      The last couple of days since the latest letter arrived and since she spoke to DI Harte, have been unbearable. Amy has barely been able to concentrate on anything, terrified every time Benny barks or the phone rings. There have been no updates from the police either, and she doesn’t know if that’s a good or bad thing.

      The only saving grace has been Autumn. Olivia might think she’s mad to trust her, but Amy knows in her bones that the girl is no threat. She’s been a comfort to her, a balm to her shattered nerves.

      They agreed, however that Autumn should stay at home today.

      ‘Benny needs me here with him,’ Autumn said. ‘Besides, they’re all more likely to talk without me there.’

      Amy didn’t argue. The others have all had the same note as she has, telling them this was their last warning. There’s no time to waste.

      Amy opens the car door and climbs out. Her legs feel weak as she walks up the garden path and knocks on the door. Olivia opens it almost immediately.

      ‘Come in,’ she says. ‘The others are here already.’

      Michael and Henry are at the kitchen table and they look up as Amy enters. Olivia sits next to Henry so Amy takes the seat beside Michael.

      ‘We’ve all had another letter then?’ Henry says. No small talk.

      They all nod.

      ‘And we’ve all been interviewed by the police as well, I take it?’ Henry says.

      Everyone nods again.

      ‘God knows why they’re bothering with us. It’s not as if we’ve got anything new to tell them, is it?’ Michael says.

      ‘Actually, I did.’ Amy’s voice is small and everyone turns to face her. She clears her throat. ‘I went to see Hannah the night she died.’

      ‘What the fuck, Ames?’ Henry says.

      ‘I’d been trying to ring her, but she wasn’t answering the phone, and it didn’t even look as if she was reading my texts. We were worried, so we went over there to check on her.’

      ‘We?’

      ‘Autumn and I.’

      Olivia rolls her eyes. ‘Of course,’ she mumbles.

      Amy ignores her.

      ‘The flat was empty, at least, all the lights were off, and she didn’t answer the door. We hung around for a while, but she didn’t come back.’ She looks up. ‘I was going to call the police if she wasn’t back by the next day. Then I heard.’

      ‘My God, Ames, the killer could have been there,’ Michael whispers.

      ‘I know. I can’t stop thinking about it. What if I’d tried harder to get hold of her? What if I’d distracted her, convinced her not to go to meet whoever it was?’ She swallows. ‘I could have saved her.’

      ‘You can’t think like that,’ Henry says. ‘None of this is our fault. Nothing we did or didn’t do would have saved Hannah.’

      ‘Except what if it could have done?’

      Olivia looks up. ‘What do you mean?’

      Amy takes a deep breath. ‘Hannah mentioned the commune, and the fact she’d been there. And me and Henry went there too.’

      ‘Right?’

      Amy glances at Olivia then back at the others. ‘And I’m guessing you heard about Olivia’s newspaper interview?’

      ‘We did, yes.’ Henry doesn’t say anything else but Olivia’s face flushes.

      ‘Hannah said Liv’s interview was part of the reason Cold Case started looking into Summer’s case again seven years after her death. And at the same time as this was going on, this Wilder guy went missing from the commune.’ She looks at each of them in turn. ‘Hannah didn’t think this was a coincidence. The only trouble is, nobody knows where Wilder went. Except I think perhaps Hannah did.’ Despite what Amy had told the police, since these new letters arrived, Amy is convinced that Hannah probably did know where Wilder was after all – because it’s the only way to explain why someone would be so desperate to shut her up.

      ‘Okay, but I don’t see…’ Henry stops mid-sentence as a figure appears in the kitchen doorway.

      ‘What’s going on?’

      Connor is clutching an empty glass in one hand, his phone in the other and has an earphone stuck in one ear. He’s watching them all.

      ‘Hey, sweetheart,’ Olivia says, standing and wrapping her arm around his shoulders. He stands, stiff, not responding, and eventually she pulls away. ‘These are my friends I told you about,’ she says. ‘You’ve met Amy and Michael before, and this is Henry.’

      ‘Hi, Connor,’ they all chorus.

      ‘Hi.’ He looks at his mum. ‘Are you all talking about that woman who was murdered? The podcaster?’

      Olivia goes pale. ‘Where did you hear about that, love?’

      Connor rolls his eyes. ‘It’s all over social media.’

      ‘Oh, right.’ Olivia grimaces. ‘Did you want a drink? Something to eat?’

      Connor shrugs. ‘Sure.’

      They all wait, not saying anything, as Olivia hands Connor a Diet Coke and a packet of Monster Munch, and he disappears back upstairs, seemingly satisfied.

      ‘Do you think he heard any of that?’ Olivia says worriedly as they hear his bedroom door close.

      ‘I’m sure he doesn’t take much notice of us oldies,’ Michael says.

      ‘I hope not.’ Olivia forces a smile and sits back down. ‘Anyway, where were we?’

      ‘You were just telling us about this Wilder guy, weren’t you, Amy?’ Henry says.

      ‘Actually, I need to show you something,’ she says, instead of replying.

      ‘It’s not yet another threatening note, is it?’ Michael says, his hands clasped beneath his chin. ‘Because I don’t think I can cope with any more drama today.’

      ‘No. Hang on.’ She lays it down on the table so everyone can see and smooths it down. She gives them a moment to read it.

      Henry speaks first.

      ‘Where did you get this?’

      ‘I took it from Hannah’s flat.’

      ‘You did what?’ Olivia’s face is incredulous.

      ‘I know. I didn’t plan to. But I slipped it into my bag when no one was looking on the spur of the moment.’ She shrugs. ‘I knew she had an idea about who might be behind all this, and I thought it might help.’

      ‘And this is the first time you’re telling us about this?’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘I’m sorry. After everything that happened afterwards I totally forgot I had it.’ She points to a paragraph that Hannah had highlighted in yellow. There’s some writing in the margin.

      ‘The bit she’s highlighted is about Professor Owens,’ Amy says.

      ‘Who?’ Henry says.

      ‘You know, one of the poor saps Summer was shagging that year,’ Olivia pipes up.

      ‘Stop it, Olivia,’ Amy snaps. She turns to Henry. ‘Although Olivia is right. Professor Owens was my psychology lecturer, and he was totally in love with Summer. She knew that, and took advantage of it, leading him on, getting him to buy her drinks, the lot. And I suspect she was shagging him although she never actually admitted it. But you know yourself what she was like, always after something from someone, could never settle with one person… Sorry.’

      Henry waves his hand. ‘Ancient history. Go on.’

      ‘On the night of the party, I bumped into Professor Owens down by the lake, early on. I remember he got on my nerves because kept asking me about Summer, what her plans were afterwards, where she was going, all that. I told him I didn’t have a clue, but I have a feeling he went off and told her how he felt.’ She glances at Olivia. ‘Do you remember when we saw her arguing with him that night, and the way he stormed off?’

      Olivia’s eyes widen. ‘Yes, I do! Shit, he looked furious.’

      ‘I know. And look here. He was interviewed by the paper a couple of days later and he told them he barely knew Summer, and that she wasn’t a student of his, but that it was a tragedy for someone so young to have died.’

      ‘But surely that’s what he would say?’ Michael says. ‘He’s hardly going to confess to being in love with someone more than a decade younger than him who’s just died, is he, even if she’s not his student?’ The look on his face is of pure pain and Amy remembers the doctored photo he’d shown her of him in a compromising position with one of his own students. Could someone like Professor Owens really be capable of doing something like that to someone else?

      The truth was, she just didn’t know.

      But Hannah did.

      ‘That’s true,’ she says. ‘But Hannah seemed to think this was important, and what I want to know is, why? I mean, he was hardly even a suspect at the time. But think about it, it was a bit weird that he was even at the party – we even said so at the time. So why did Hannah highlight this?’ She turns the sheet round so she can see it the right way round. ‘And look at this. She’s written something here. Prof O – still lectures? Uni of Cambridge. Tuesday? And then a phone number.’

      ‘So you think she might have had a lead?’

      Amy shrugs. ‘She must have done. Olivia, you said yourself that she was good at her job, that she almost always got her story.’

      ‘Yeah, but when we saw her she seemed fairly sure it could be something to do with this Wilder guy, from the commune.’ She shrugs.

      ‘I know. But what if there’s some link between them? Who’s to say this Wilder, wherever he is, isn’t working with someone else to cover this up?’

      Olivia stares at her for a moment, then shrugs. ‘I guess now Hannah’s dead and someone has swiped all her research, we’ll never find out.’

      ‘Except we could. Because if we don’t, then we’re all in danger.’

      They fall into a heavy silence.

      Amy feels an overwhelming urge to get out of there and get some fresh air. She stands. ‘Do you mind if I get a glass of water?’

      ‘Sure. Glasses are in that cupboard, and there’s some cold filtered water in the fridge if you prefer that.’

      ‘Thanks.’ The air in here is suddenly stifling so she grabs a glass and opens the fridge. Pours a glass of water.

      ‘Anyone else want one?’

      ‘No thanks.’

      She turns back to the fridge, replaces the jug. As she closes the door something catches her eye and she pauses, trying to work out what is that has snagged in her brain. She glances left and right, down her body, but nothing. Just as she’s about to turn away she sees it again. Among dozens of other drawings, photos and business cards stuck to the door with magnets, there’s a note. She leans closer and studies it and her heart catches in her throat.

      
        
        Happy Christmas C!

      

      

      Underneath, there’s a silly drawing of a reindeer with crossed eyes.

      But Amy can barely breathe, because she’s certain that she…

      ‘Everything alright?’

      Amy almost jumps out of her skin. ‘What?’ She turns to find Olivia watching her.

      ‘You’re staring at my fridge door weirdly,’ Olivia says.

      ‘Oh, yes. Sorry.’ Amy tries to smile but it feels wooden. ‘I was just looking at a couple of these photos.’ She points to a random one. ‘You look so young.’

      Olivia looks at where she’s pointing and frowns. ‘That was only taken last year.’

      ‘Oh, right!’ Amy feels frantic, like she’s about to pass out.

      She presses her glass against her head. ‘I’m sorry, I don’t feel very well. Do you mind if I go and get some fresh air?’

      ‘Sure.’ Olivia stands and unlocks the back door and Amy practically runs into the garden, her breath coming in gasps. Olivia’s garden is only small but she gets as far as she can from the house and slumps into an old metal chair and puts her head between her knees. She hopes nobody comes out to check on her because she just needs to sit here for a moment and try to work out exactly what she’s just seen.

      She slows her breathing and lets her heart rate settle. And only then does she open her eyes and let herself think about the note that made her stop in her tracks.

      Because she’s seen that writing before.

      She’s certain of it.

      It’s the same writing as the threatening letters.
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      It’s not until she’s nearly halfway home that Amy lets herself relax. She takes some long, deep breaths and tries to unclench her jaw, but it feels like it’s stuck.

      There’s a layby up ahead and she slows the car and pulls in, finally coming to a stop. She lays her head on the steering wheel and closes her eyes.

      She’s shaking, although she hadn’t realised she was until the engine stopped. She sucks in some air and lets it out slowly.

      Her phone buzzes on the seat beside her and she glances at it.

      Michael. Again.

      She picks it up and clicks the message open.

      
        
          
            
              
        Are you okay? You seemed weird when you left. Did something happen?

      

      

      

      

      

      Oh Michael, if only you knew.

      After seeing the note on the fridge door and coming in from the garden, Amy had tried hard to focus on what the others were saying. An agreement was made that Olivia and Henry, who lived closest and who Professor Owens was the least likely to remember, would go to the university where he worked these days – a quick Google search had confirmed that he was still there – and try to find out whether he’d ever met up with Hannah.

      ‘Be careful, though. We don’t want to let him know that we know anything,’ Michael had warned.

      ‘We don’t know anything,’ Olivia said.

      ‘And if the police are sniffing round, turn round and leave,’ Amy had added. ‘We don’t want to get in any trouble.’

      There had been discussions about whether they should go back to the commune again (not yet), what Autumn could do to help (to be decided), and a list drawn up of people for Michael and Amy to do some online research into.

      But Amy had barely listened to any of it. Because all she could think about while everyone was talking was the writing on the fridge.

      She needed to try and get the note from the fridge door and into her bag to study it in more detail. Because she must have made a mistake.

      She must have done.

      Just before they said their goodbyes at Olivia’s front door, Amy had taken her chance.

      ‘Oh, I think I’ve left my phone,’ she said, pretending to rummage through her bag looking for it. Olivia had given her a strange look when she’d shot back off down the hallway, but had been too busy saying goodbye to Henry and Michael to pay too much attention.

      In the kitchen Amy hurried over to the fridge, checked behind her to make sure no one was watching, lifted the magnet from the note and shoved it in her bag. Then she’d dashed back to the hall just as Olivia was coming to find her.

      ‘Got it?’ Olivia said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Your phone?’

      ‘Oh yes, ha! Honestly, I’d forget my head if it wasn’t screwed on.’ Shut up Amy, stop gabbling.

      ‘Oh, great.’

      Amy had never been as relieved to get out of anywhere as she was to leave Olivia’s house that day, and after she said her goodbyes to the others and agreed to keep them posted on any progress, it took everything she had not to break into a sprint.

      Now, she knows she needs to take a proper look at the note and put it next to the other one she has, that the police don’t have.

      She pulls out into the traffic again and drives home. The sun is bright and her ancient air conditioning is fighting a losing battle to keep the inside of the car cool, so that by the time she arrives home, she’s desperate for a shower.

      She grabs her bag, heads up the path, and lets herself in.

      ‘Hello?’ she calls, placing her keys on the side table.

      No answer.

      She glances up the stairs. ‘Autumn? Benny?’

      Nothing.

      As she heads towards the back of the house and the kitchen, her heart thumps. Where have they gone? Has something happened to them while she was out?

      Was she stupid to leave them alone?

      The kitchen is empty too, a small plate covered in breadcrumbs and an empty glass on the kitchen table. The patio doors are open, and she heads towards them. She can’t see anyone out in the garden and she’s really starting to panic now.

      She steps through the gap and onto the patio.

      ‘Autumn? Benny? Where are you?’

      Her legs feel like jelly. Where the hell are they?

      And then, a joyous sound, a bark, and Benny comes barrelling towards her, almost knocking her off her feet. She crouches down, laughing, her heart almost pounding out of her chest with relief.

      ‘You’re back,’ Autumn says, emerging from the trees at the back.

      Amy looks up. ‘What were you doing?’

      Autumn nods towards where she’s just come from. ‘There was a noise over there and I thought an animal was hurt, but it was just a bird making a weird chirrup. It flew off as soon as I got there.’

      ‘You shouldn’t have gone to look on your own. It could have been anyone,’ Amy says sharply, sitting properly as Benny licks her face.

      ‘Yeah, sorry. I didn’t think.’ Autumn gestures down at herself. ‘I hope you don’t mind, but I borrowed a pair of your shorts.’

      ‘Of course.’ Amy forces a smile. Everything’s fine.

      It’s fine.

      ‘So, how did it go then?’

      Amy stands and they walk together back towards the house, Benny running ahead into the cool of the kitchen.

      Amy hadn’t been planning on telling Autumn what she’d found until she’d had another look at it, until she was certain. But now she urgently needs to talk to someone about it, and she can’t hold it in any longer.

      ‘I found something,’ she says.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Hang on.’ She picks her bag up from where she’d dumped it when she came in and pulls out the scrap of paper she’d swiped from Olivia’s fridge door. She hopes Olivia doesn’t notice it’s missing yet. She hands it to Autumn and watches for her response.

      It doesn’t take long. Autumn looks up at her, puzzled. ‘What is this?’

      ‘It was on Olivia’s fridge.’

      ‘Right.’

      Amy digs around in her bag again and finds the note that had arrived a few days before, and hands that to her as well. ‘Look at it.’

      Autumn does, and then back at the other scrap of paper, then finally back at Amy.

      ‘What am I looking at?’

      ‘Are you kidding me?’

      Autumn shakes her head. Amy jabs her finger at the fridge note. ‘Look at the handwriting.’

      ‘I have.’

      ‘Can’t you see it? It’s exactly the same.’

      Autumn studies them both again, a crease between her eyebrows. She puts them down on the table side by side and studies them. Then she shakes her head. ‘I really don’t think it is.’

      Amy’s heart flips. ‘Don’t you?’ She looks down at the notes, back and forth between the two. Surely they’re the same?

      The black, spidery scribble makes her heart pound. It looks identical to her.

      ‘Look at this,’ Autumn says, pointing at the first letters of both notes. ‘The H of Hannah and the H of Happy are similar, but they’re not quite the same shape.’

      Amy leans down to get a closer look. They still look very similar to her, but could Autumn be right? Could she be seeing things that aren’t there?

      ‘And look at the way the S curls round on this note, compared to this one,’ she continues.

      ‘One’s much curlier than the other,’ Amy says, her voice trailing off. She looks up at Autumn as all the adrenaline drains from her body. ‘I’m going mad, aren’t I?’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘You’re not going mad. You’re just under a lot of pressure.’ She moves over to the sink as Amy collapses into a chair. ‘Let me get you a glass of water.’

      ‘Thank you,’ Amy whispers, as she lets the letters on the notes in front of her blur into one.
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        * * *

      

      Amy has barely slept, and when she wakes the following morning it takes a few seconds for the events of the previous day to crowd back into her mind.

      She was so tired she barely remembers coming to bed last night, but she vaguely recalls eating a dinner made by Autumn, then taking a long, cool shower and crawling into bed with Benny curled beside her.

      She glances down to where Benny is still snoozing away by her feet, oblivious to everything, and reaches down to tickle his ear. Then she rolls over and glugs the entire glass of water that’s been left on her bedside table.

      The house is quiet, except for the just-perceptible sound of the radio playing downstairs.

      She picks up her phone. There are a couple of messages from Henry confirming details of the trip he and Olivia are taking to see Professor Owens, and one from her mum asking if she’s left the country. Feeling guilty, she clicks on it and taps out a quick reply to ask if she’s okay, and let her know she’ll ring her later.

      Then she remembers the message from Michael yesterday as she’d driven away from Olivia’s, and a quick glance reminds her she didn’t reply, so she messages him as well to say she’s fine, all things considered, and drops her phone back on the bed.

      Part of her wants to scour the news websites for updates on Hannah, although she’s not sure exactly what she’d be looking for. Another part of her wants to stay in this bed for the rest of her life and never have to think about this whole thing ever again.

      There is one thing she needs to do though.

      She swings her legs out of bed and heads downstairs. The house is already heating up, the sun streaming in through the patio doors. Autumn has thrown them wide open and Amy wonders how she can be so relaxed, so casual, when there’s someone out there threatening her. Threatening them.

      Autumn turns as she enters and smiles.

      ‘Morning! I’m making eggs, do you want some?’

      ‘No thanks.’ She sits at the table and closes her eyes.

      ‘Coffee then?’

      ‘Don’t worry, I’ll get it.’

      ‘Are you okay?’ When Amy opens her eyes, Autumn is in front of her, spatula in hand, a concerned look on her face.

      ‘I’m fine. Just tired.’

      ‘You were like a zombie last night.’

      ‘I think it’s the stress. I don’t think I can take this much longer.’

      Autumn sits, rests her elbows on the table. ‘So what are you going to do?’

      Amy sighs, and looks round. ‘Where are the letters?’

      Autumn hesitates, then gives Amy a guilty look. ‘I hid them.’

      ‘Hid them? What do you mean?’

      Autumn squirms. ‘I just thought…’ She looks down. ‘You were so distressed about them yesterday, I thought it might be for the best.’

      ‘I’m sorry if I upset you.’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘It’s alright. I was just worried about you.’

      ‘Can I have them?’

      Autumns hesitates again, then walks over to the oven, opens the cupboard above it and pulls the notes out.

      ‘Here.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Will you let me make you a coffee? You look like you could do with one.’

      Amy nods. ‘Go on then. Thanks.’

      Autumn turns away to switch on the coffee machine. As it whirs noisily into life, Amy unfolds the notes carefully and lays them on the table in front of her. This time, she tries to study them objectively, comparing like for like, looking for differences rather than similarities. Back and forth she goes, vision blurring. Maybe Autumn was right after all. Maybe she was seeing things that weren’t there. And let’s face it, why would Olivia have a note on her fridge written in the same handwriting as the threats? What, does she think Olivia might be a killer?

      No. Of course she doesn’t.

      Autumn places a mug of coffee in front of her.

      ‘Thanks.’

      ‘No worries.’ She sits down again, and points to the letters. ‘Do you agree with me now? That the handwriting is similar but not the same?’

      Amy looks back down at them, thinks about what she sees. She can see there are differences, even if they’re small ones.

      And yet…

      ‘I’m not sure,’ she says, surprising them both.

      ‘Really? You do think this could be the same writing?’

      Amy takes a sip of coffee, which burns the roof of her mouth. ‘I really don’t know. But maybe, yeah.’

      Autumn watches her. ‘So what are you going to do?’

      ‘This has gone far enough, I’m not just going to sit around and wait for something to happen any longer.’ She stands abruptly. ‘I’m going back to speak to the police.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Amy is shaking as she strides towards the police station. She can’t think about what the others would say if they knew why she was here. She just knows she needs to do this.

      The hot weather hasn’t relented yet, and the sun beats down on her head, a trickle of sweat making its way down her spine. A blast of cooler air briefly hits her as she pushes open the door of the police station, but not enough to make any real difference.

      She marches up to the counter.

      ‘Could I speak to DI Harte, please?’

      The young police officer behind the desk looks up wearily. ‘I can see if she’s available. Who shall I say is asking?’

      ‘Amy Stewart, about Hannah Hastings.’

      He gives a nod and indicates that she should take a seat. As she perches on the edge of the hard plastic, she takes a couple of deep breaths and tries to settle her nerves. Her leg bounces up and down and the letter in her bag feels like it’s burning a hole in the fabric.

      It only takes a few minutes before the door beside the reception desk swings open and DI Harte appears. Amy stands.

      ‘Hello, Amy, how can I help you?’

      ‘Have you got a minute? I need to show you something.’

      DI Harte gives a curt nod, then turns and holds her security pass up and opens the door she just came through. Amy follows, back down the familiar corridor and into the same room as last time.

      ‘Please take a seat.’

      Amy does as instructed as DI Harte sits opposite.

      ‘So, what did you want to show me?’

      Amy pulls a plastic folder from her bag and places it on the table. DI Harte pulls it towards her, eyebrows raised, but says nothing. She opens the folder and takes out the two pieces of paper, studies them.

      Finally, she looks back up at Amy.

      ‘I’m assuming you have something you want to tell me about these two notes?’ Her voice is calm, measured. Amy wishes she could say the same for hers. Her heart jumps around in her chest as she starts to speak.

      ‘The first one is another threatening note I received after I left here the other day.’ DI Harte watches her, waiting. ‘And the other one is from Olivia’s house.’

      It’s only fleeting, but Amy sees the surprise on DI Harte’s face.

      ‘Olivia Clarke? Your friend Olivia Clarke?’

      Amy nods. ‘Yes.’

      DI Harte looks at the notes again. ‘So what are you trying to tell me?’

      Amy swallows, the words seemingly stuck in her throat. If she voices her suspicions, she could be throwing her friend to the dogs.

      But if she doesn’t, they may never catch who’s doing this.

      ‘I think they’re written by the same person.’

      DI Harte doesn’t say anything for a moment, then gives a small nod. ‘I see.’ She folds her arms across her chest and studies Amy across the cheap plastic table. ‘Why don’t you tell me a bit more about it.’

      Amy’s mouth feels dry, her tongue stuck to the roof of her mouth. ‘I was at Olivia’s. We all were. Me, Henry and Michael.’ She looks up. ‘We were trying to work out how we could find out who’s writing these notes.’

      A muscle in DI Harte’s cheek twitches but she says nothing.

      ‘I know you’re working on it, but we’ve had enough. We’re all scared.’ Stop babbling. ‘I was…’ She stops, swallows. ‘I was by the fridge. Olivia has loads of things stuck all over it, and I almost didn’t notice it. But then I did and I thought… I thought…’ She trails off.

      DI Harte takes a moment to study her, then leans forward and places her hands on the table. ‘You saw this—’ she points at the note from Olivia’s fridge ‘—and you thought it was written by the same person?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And did you tell anyone else about your concerns?’

      Amy nods. ‘I told Autumn. Summer’s daughter.’

      DI Harte nods but says nothing.

      ‘Anyway, I showed her the note and she wasn’t sure that the writing was exactly the same. But I’m convinced it is.’

      ‘I see. And what would you like me to do about it?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean, do you want me to get this analysed, to see whether the handwriting matches?’

      ‘Do you think it does?’

      DI Harte hesitates. ‘I couldn’t say either way.’ She leans forward again. ‘Listen, I probably shouldn’t be telling you this, but as you know we’re treating Hannah’s death as suspicious. And as part of our investigations, we’ve taken some old samples of evidence from Summer’s case out of storage and are having them analysed.’

      ‘I – I don’t understand?’

      DI Harte pauses as though deciding how much she should reveal. ‘Let’s just say that over the last twenty years, DNA profiling has moved on enormously. Fragments of fabric from Summer’s clothes have been kept in storage and we have taken them for re-testing. The sort of tests we were unable to carry out at the time.’

      Amy swallows. ‘So how does this link to these?’ She tilts her head to indicate the scraps of paper.

      ‘I can send these to be tested as well, so they can be compared to any other samples we have.’

      ‘Oh. I see.’

      DI Harte fixes her with a look Amy can’t read. ‘I’m sure I don’t have to tell you not to mention this to anyone else. We have several avenues of enquiry open and this is just one of them, but I don’t want news of this to get into the wrong hands.’

      ‘Of course not. How… how long will it take?’

      ‘We should have results within the next couple of days.’

      She stands before Amy can respond. Amy does the same. ‘Now if you don’t mind, I need to get on. Thank you for bringing these to me. I’ll be in touch.’

      A brief handshake then DI Harte is out of the door, Amy scurrying after her before being ejected back into the blazing hot day.
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      For the next couple of days Amy is so busy with work, making up time to all the clients she’s had to cancel recently that she barely has a second to think about Summer, the threatening letters, Hannah, or any of the other things that have been consuming her mind recently. It feels like a small reprieve.

      But of course, it can’t last forever, and two days after Amy’s trip to the police station Olivia calls with news about her visit to Professor Owens with Henry.

      ‘It was a wash-out,’ she says.

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘I mean, he clammed up the minute we mentioned Summer’s name.’

      ‘That tells us something though, doesn’t it? Could he be guilty?’

      Olivia pauses before she replies. ‘Amy, I know you desperately want to find out who did this and tie it all up with a neat Scooby-Doo ending, but sometimes it’s just not possible.’

      ‘But there must be a reason he wouldn’t talk about it.’

      ‘Henry thinks it’s just because he’s moved on and doesn’t want to think about that part of his life any more. I mean, he was pretty young himself then, wasn’t he, and we all do stupid things.’

      ‘Henry would say that.’

      ‘What do you mean by that?’

      ‘Oh, come on. He admitted himself he’s slept around a lot in the past and done some not very nice things. It’s why the person sending these notes is targeting him with that. So of course he would be on his side.’

      ‘You’re being grossly unfair, Amy. Henry wants to get to the bottom of this as much as we do. Of course he does. But I also happen to think he’s right. I don’t think Professor Owens has anything to do with these notes or anything else.’

      ‘How can you be so sure?’

      Olivia hesitates. ‘Call it instinct. He just didn’t seem the type. I honestly think it’s a dead end.’

      Amy ends the call and sits for a moment, her mind whirring. She’d been on the verge of confronting Olivia about the note from her fridge; of asking her whose writing it was and why it was there. But she’d stopped herself just in time. DI Harte had said it would only be a couple of days until she has some results so she should have some news very soon.

      Telling Olivia about it now could ruin everything – especially if the handwriting or the DNA don’t match. And at least Olivia hasn’t noticed the note is missing yet, so if need be she could get it back to her and no one would ever know she took it in the first place.

      ‘You okay?’

      Amy almost jumps out of her skin and swivels round to find Autumn watching her across the kitchen. Benny is by her side, her faithful little sidekick.

      ‘That was Olivia.’

      ‘And?’

      Amy shakes her head. ‘She reckons it was a no-go with Professor Owens.’

      Autumn comes closer. Her hair is wet, hanging in tendrils around her face. She looks impossibly young. ‘You didn’t tell her about the letter, did you?’

      ‘No. It was hard though.’

      Autumn pulls out a chair and sits at the table. ‘Tell me about her.’

      ‘Who?’

      ‘Olivia.’

      Amy sits too. Benny presses his chin onto her lap and she tickles behind his ears.

      ‘What do you want to know?’

      Autumn shrugs. ‘I don’t know. What was she like when she was younger? Was she nice to people? Why didn’t she like Summer?’ She stops. ‘She clearly didn’t like me, and she always seems to get your back up. So I just wondered whether she’d always been like that, or whether she might be hiding something.’

      Amy thinks.

      ‘She’s always been a bit prickly. And you’re right, she wasn’t very nice to you, and that’s because she didn’t get on with your mum, at all. She thought she was a bad influence, that she was leading me astray. She thought Summer would ruin my life if I carried on the way I was.’

      ‘And was she right?’

      ‘What?’ Amy looks up.

      ‘Was Summer a bad influence on you?’

      Amy doesn’t answer for a moment. Then she nods. ‘I guess she was, in some ways. But she was also so vibrant, and shining, and fun. I was just drawn to her, and I wasn’t the only one.’

      ‘But Olivia didn’t like that?’

      ‘No. I think a lot of it was jealousy because – well, you’ve seen for yourself what Olivia can be like. Prickly, snappy. A bit mean. She hasn’t really changed as much as she thinks she has.’ Amy rubs her face. ‘But inside she has a heart of gold. She means well, she just doesn’t always express things in the best way.’

      Autumn is studying her and Amy feels under scrutiny. ‘What?’

      ‘You don’t really believe that Olivia has got anything to do with this, do you?’

      Does she? Amy thinks about it, about what she knows about her friend, and all the things she’s just said about her. And then she shakes her head.

      ‘Not really, no.’

      ‘And do you feel guilty about taking those notes to the police?’

      ‘Not guilty. Just – confused.’ Amy sighs. ‘Everything’s been so messed up in my head these last few weeks. I can’t work out up from down, and I definitely can’t be sure who I should be trusting.’

      ‘But you trust me?’

      Amy nods. ‘I do.’

      ‘What about the others?’

      Amy looks up sharply. ‘What about them?’

      ‘Do you trust them?’

      ‘I… I don’t know,’ she answers truthfully. ‘Michael, I would say yes. But Henry has always been a bit more of a mystery.’

      ‘And what about their partners?’

      ‘Their partners?’

      ‘Yeah. I mean, they’ve all got partners now, haven’t they?’

      ‘I guess so… but I don’t see what that’s got to do with anything.’

      Autumn sniffs. ‘I just think – well, you don’t know them at all, do you? Their other halves could be saying anything to them, turning them against you, against the others.’

      ‘I don’t see how…’ She stops as something occurs to her.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I’m not sure. It’s just that Carl, who’s Olivia’s son Connor’s dad, did say something.’

      Autumn doesn’t reply.

      ‘He said…’ Amy wracks her brain, trying to remember what Olivia had told her. ‘He said he was worried about you staying with me. Thought it was asking for trouble.’

      Autumn wrinkles her brow. ‘That’s weird. He doesn’t even know me. He barely even knows you.’

      ‘I know, that’s what I said. But I suppose it’s fair enough. I mean his son, Connor was being threatened.’ She shrugs. ‘But he also suggested that Hannah could have been sending these threatening notes herself, to boost publicity for her podcast.’ She shakes her head sadly. ‘I don’t know, maybe he was right. I mean, like he said, some people like to create their own storms and then complain when it rains.’

      Autumn looks up sharply. ‘Is that what he said? Those exact words?’

      Amy frowns.

      ‘I think so. Why?’

      Autumn doesn’t answer immediately and Amy is about to say something else when Autumn says, ‘Have you got a photo of him?’

      ‘Carl? No, I barely know him.’

      ‘Can you get one?’

      ‘What for? What’s going on?’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘I’ll tell you in a minute. Is Olivia on social media?’

      ‘I think she’s on Facebook. Maybe Instagram. Why?’

      ‘Can you find her?’

      It’s clear Autumn isn’t going to tell Amy what’s on her mind, so she picks up her phone and clicks on Facebook and types in Olivia’s name. She knows she’s on here because she looked her up once before, weeks ago, but has no idea whether Olivia keeps it up to date.

      ‘Here she is,’ Amy says, clicking open her profile. ‘What do you want to see?’

      Autumn holds her hand out and Amy passes it to her. She scrolls for a few seconds, then shakes her head. ‘She doesn’t share much on here. Can I check Instagram?’

      Amy nods, waiting impatiently as Autumn clicks open her profile. ‘What’s Olivia’s surname?’

      ‘Clarke. With an e.’

      Autumn types it in and scrolls. A few seconds pass, then she stops and taps on the screen, enlarges the photo. Then she goes deathly white.

      ‘Is this him? Is this Carl?’ Autumn turns the phone to face Amy. There’s a photo of Olivia, a much younger Connor and, a foot or so away from them, looking like he’s about to turn away, is Carl. Underneath the photo it says, ‘A rare sighting of C’s dad. Don’t tell him! #holiday’.

      ‘Yes, although it looks like an old photo. Connor is twelve now.’

      Amy notices that Autumn’s hand is shaking. ‘Autumn, what’s going on?’

      Autumn looks up at her, her eyes wide with terror.

      ‘Carl is Connor’s father, right?’

      ‘Yes. Why?’

      ‘And Connor is twelve, you said?’

      Amy nods. ‘Yes. Can you tell me what this is all about?’

      Autumn points to the photo, the blurry image of Carl.

      ‘This man isn’t called Carl.’

      ‘But—’

      ‘He’s called Wilder. And he’s my father.’
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      ‘You must be mistaken.’

      ‘I promise you, I’m not.’

      ‘How… how do you know?’

      ‘When you said that thing, about people creating storms and complaining when it rains. I’ve never heard anyone else say that, but he used to say it all the time.’

      Amy sits for a moment, stunned. She couldn’t get words out even if she knew what to say. She waits for the implications of Autumn’s words to sink in, but it seems impossible.

      It is impossible.

      Carl can’t be Wilder.

      ‘How did Olivia say she met Carl?’ Autumn says, her eyes fixed to the screen, swiping through more of Olivia’s photos.

      ‘I… I don’t know.’ Amy’s throat feels like it might close up. She stands, grabs a glass, fills it to the brim with water and downs the whole lot. She leans on the edge of the sink and closes her eyes.

      ‘Amy?’ Autumn is right beside her.

      ‘I can’t…’ She stops, the words stuck in her throat.

      ‘I’m right, aren’t I? I know I am.’

      ‘But what about the note?’ She glances at Autumn. ‘If the letters were from Carl, surely Olivia would have recognised the handwriting?’

      Autumn shrugs. ‘Who knows? Maybe she did.’

      Amy’s eyes widen. ‘You think she knows?’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘I have no idea. But either way we need to warn her.’ Autumn holds out Amy’s phone.

      ‘No. No way, I can’t.’

      ‘You have to.’

      Amy thinks for a minute. If she rings Olivia and warns her that she could be in danger, how is her friend going to react? How would she react, if someone told her out of the blue that the father of her son could be dangerous?

      But then again what if, as Autumn suggested, Olivia does know? That could be even worse. Because then she’d be complicit.

      She needs to tread carefully.

      ‘Give me a minute,’ Amy says, walking over towards the patio doors. She watches as Benny sticks his nose in the air, sniffing.

      God, if Autumn is right and Carl is Wilder, then he’s probably also the one sending these letters – which means he poisoned Benny, sent incriminating photos to Michael and Henry’s bosses – and he killed Hannah when he thought she was getting close to discovering the truth.

      But would he also have threatened his own son? Surely not – unless it was to throw them off the scent. Although, she seems to recall that Connor only thought he was being followed. Nothing actually happened.

      ‘I’m ringing the others,’ she says, whirling round. ‘They’ll know what to do.’

      She calls Henry first and tells him everything Autumn just said.

      ‘Are you sure?’ he says immediately.

      ‘Ninety-nine per cent, yes.’

      ‘You have to ring Olivia.’

      ‘And say what?’

      ‘Warn her, tell her to leave the house. If Carl knows we’re on to him – which, given he knew about Hannah, he might – then she could be in real danger.’

      ‘I’ll ring her now. You tell Michael.’

      ‘Tread carefully.’

      ‘I will.’

      The truth is, Amy has no idea how she’s going to tell Olivia what they’ve discovered – or convince her that she’s telling the truth. With her heart in her throat, she dials her number.

      ‘Are you at home?’ Amy asks, the moment Olivia answers.

      ‘I’ve just walked in.’

      ‘Is Carl there?’

      ‘Carl? No, he’s not. Why?’

      ‘I think…’ She stops. There’s no choice but to just say it outright. ‘I think you might be in danger.’

      Olivia splutters. ‘Sorry? What on earth are you on about now?’

      ‘I believe Carl might be the one who murdered Hannah.’

      A thunderous silence. Amy can hear Olivia breathing on the other end of the phone.

      ‘Liv?’

      ‘Is this some kind of sick joke?’

      ‘No!’

      ‘Because it’s not very fucking funny, Amy. Christ, I knew you had beef with me, but I didn’t think for one minute you’d⁠—’

      ‘Please!’ Amy cries. ‘Olivia, please, I need you to listen to me.’

      ‘Oh, we should all listen to the mighty Amy Stewart now, should we?’

      Amy ignores her. ‘It’s not just you. We could all be in danger. Connor too.’

      ‘Connor? What on earth⁠—’

      ‘We think Carl is Wilder,’ Amy says, cutting her off. ‘Autumn’s father.’

      A silence. Then, ‘I beg your pardon, but I thought you just said that Carl – the father of my son, the man I’ve known for more than thirteen years – is a murderer.’ She gives a bitter laugh. ‘Fuck me, Amy, you’ve said some shitty things in your time but⁠—’

      ‘I’m not making this up,’ Amy says, desperate to get her to listen.

      ‘Okay then. Tell me why you think you know more about Carl than I do.’

      Amy takes a deep breath. ‘Last week when we were at your house, I found a note on your fridge.’

      ‘Right?’

      ‘It was… It looked like it was written in the same handwriting as the letters. So I took it and showed it to the police.’

      ‘You did what?’

      Amy ploughs on. ‘That’s not all.’ She swallows. ‘Autumn found a photo of Carl on your Instagram page and she recognised him straight away. She knew him, Olivia. And… and Hannah thought Wilder had something to do with Summer’s death too.’ Her voice breaks. ‘And now she’s dead.’

      Olivia doesn’t reply.

      ‘Liv?’

      ‘I’m here.’

      ‘Are you…’

      ‘I don’t know what you want me to say, Amy.’

      ‘I need you to make sure you’re safe, away from your house, for a start.’

      ‘Are you serious?’

      ‘Deadly.’

      Silence.

      ‘How long have you known Carl for, Liv?’

      ‘About thirteen years.’ She sniffs.

      ‘Wilder left the commune thirteen years ago, remember, after the cold case team came calling? Hannah told us that.’

      ‘I don’t…’

      ‘And can I ask – how did you meet him?’

      Amy thinks Olivia isn’t going to answer. When she does, her voice is smaller than Amy’s ever heard it before. ‘I met him in the pub one night. He bought me a drink and joined my quiz team,’ she says slowly. ‘We really hit it off and we got chatting and he… he offered to help me with some of the jobs I needed doing in the house. I said it was fine but then… then a week or so later he called me and asked me out. I was flattered, you know. A handsome man asking me out. I’d been single for ages by then. So I said yes.’

      She stops. ‘He moved in and I was pregnant a few weeks later. It was a shock but secretly I was thrilled. Carl wasn’t so sure, but we agreed we’d bring up our son together, no matter what. I never gave it a thought when he told me his family were dead. I just took him on his word. And he’s always been such a good dad, I’d trust him with my life…’ She stops, gasps. ‘My God. Connor.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘He’s with him now.’

      ‘You don’t think…’

      ‘No. No, Carl loves Connor, he would never hurt him.’ She doesn’t sound completely convinced. ‘Anyway, Carl has no idea we know about any of this, does he? Why would he?’

      ‘We think he does,’ Amy says carefully. ‘Hannah suspected and… how much did you tell Carl about Autumn?’

      Olivia doesn’t answer right away. ‘Not much. Just that she’d been squatting in your house.’

      ‘And did you tell him her name?’

      ‘Yes. Yes, I did. Oh God, he’ll know who she is, won’t he? He’ll know we’re on to him.’

      ‘I think so. But try not to panic. Where are they now?’

      ‘I don’t know. He said he was taking Connor for a day out. I didn’t think to ask where, I always let them have their time together.’

      ‘Is there any way of finding out?’ Amy says gently. ‘Maybe you could ask him to bring Connor home without alerting him that there’s anything wrong.’

      ‘I… I’ll try.’

      ‘Do it now. Ring me back.’

      Amy is shaking when she ends the call. She lowers her head into her arms on the table.

      ‘You’ve done the right thing,’ Autumn says. ‘She needed to know.’

      Amy lifts her head. It feels like it weighs about three tonnes. ‘I know. I just⁠—’

      They’re interrupted by the phone ringing. Amy snatches it up.

      ‘Neither of them are answering, both of their phones are just ringing straight out.’ Liv’s voice wobbles.

      ‘Keep trying.’

      ‘I will. But I’ve seen where Connor is, on the Apple Find My thing.’

      ‘And?’

      A pause, then, ‘At the beach where they like to go. Carl has a boat there. It’s… it’s not far from you.’

      ‘Do you want me to go and look for them?’

      ‘I don’t think you should go alone. I’ll come too.’

      ‘But you’re almost two hours away.’

      ‘Please, Amy. Don’t go without me. I can’t risk spooking Carl before I know Connor is safe.’

      ‘Okay. Send me the details and I’ll meet you there.’

      They end the call. Amy sits for a moment, thinking.

      ‘We should go now, shouldn’t we?’ Autumn says. ‘I mean, Wilder must know that it’s only a matter of time before the police come for him. I know Olivia said he would never hurt Connor, but look how far he’s gone already to cover up what he’s done. I don’t trust him at all.’

      Amy nods slowly. ‘You’re right.’ She looks up. ‘We don’t really have any choice.’

      Amy sends messages to Henry and Michael letting them know what’s going on and telling them to come if they can, then they grab Benny and leave the house.

      She can only hope that they’re not too late.
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      The weather has taken a sudden turn, and with dark clouds gathering ominously on the horizon, the temperature has also dropped several degrees. Amy grips the steering wheel so tightly her knuckles have turned white.

      ‘I could be wrong, you know,’ Autumn says, as they head out of town.

      Amy risks a glance at her. ‘About what?’

      ‘About Wilder being a danger to Connor.’

      Amy stares at the road, the lines blurring as they whip beneath her tyres. ‘Do you think you are?’

      ‘I really hope so.’ She doesn’t sound sure.

      Despite it still being early afternoon, the sky is growing darker with every mile they drive, until it feels like a blanket has been pulled across the sky.

      ‘This is going to be some storm,’ Amy says, as the first rumbles of thunder echo through the air.

      ‘It feels like a bad omen.’ Autumn pulls her knees up and hugs them to her chest.

      It only takes twenty minutes to get to the beach where Olivia told them Connor and Carl were, and soon they’re pulling into the car park. It’s almost empty, the last few stragglers rushing to the shelter of their cars, carrying haphazardly rolled windbreaks and towels, Dryrobes flapping in the stiff breeze.

      There are still a couple of cars left unattended and Amy heads towards the one closest to the steps down to the beach and parks next to it. They can’t see on to the beach from here, but a knot of worry unfurls in Amy’s belly at the thought of what’s about to happen.

      ‘Do you think they’ll still be here?’ Autumn says uncertainly.

      ‘I don’t know. But there’s only one way to find out.’

      They’re just about to climb out of the car when a thought occurs to Amy.

      ‘Hang on,’ she says, and she pulls her phone out and finds a number.

      ‘Is that DI Harte?’ she says when the other person answers.

      ‘Speaking.’

      ‘This is Amy Stewart.’

      ‘Oh hello, Amy.’ The DI sounds surprised. ‘I was about to call you.’

      ‘Were you?’

      A pause. ‘I have some news about the note you brought in from Olivia Clarke’s house.’

      Amy holds her breath, her pulse thumps in her temple. Outside, rain starts to hammer on the windscreen, fat drops splashing on the glass.

      ‘The DNA on the letter you received matches the DNA on the note you took from Miss Clarke’s house.’ A pause, then, ‘It also matches the DNA from Summer Carpenter’s and Hannah Hastings’ clothing.’

      ‘I need to tell you something else,’ Amy says, before the DI can say any more.

      ‘Go on.’ DI Harte sounds wary.

      ‘I know you probably can’t say whose DNA it is. But if I’m right, then Olivia’s son is in danger.’

      She doesn’t say anything.

      ‘He’s at the beach with his father, Carl. I’ve come to find him.’

      DI Harte doesn’t ask who Carl is, or why she’s worried, which tells Amy she’s right.

      ‘Are you alone?’

      ‘I’m with Autumn.’

      ‘I would very much advise against doing anything rash, Miss Stewart. Carl Nicholson is likely to be extremely dangerous. Tell me where you are and we’ll send officers immediately.’

      Amy tells her the name of the beach, and when she ends the call she’s shaking.

      ‘There’s no doubt then. It was him?’ Rain has begun to splatter on the windscreen and they both stare through the blurred glass towards the grey-black sky.

      ‘It sounds like it.’ Amy rubs her face and turns to face Autumn. ‘DI Harte wants us to wait for the police, but we might be too late. Are you still happy to go down there?’

      Autumn looks her in the eye and nods. ‘More ready than ever.’

      The rain is coming down more heavily now, and Amy pulls waterproof coats out of the boot, hands one to Autumn and tugs one over her head herself. The wind is chilly and she shivers as they walk, heads down, towards the almost-empty expanse of beach. As they reach the wall, they stop. Amy looks left and right, the sand stretching on for what seems like miles in both directions.

      ‘I can’t see anyone,’ she says, the wind whipping her words away.

      ‘Maybe they’ve moved somewhere else. Should we ring Olivia and ask her to check?’

      Amy shakes her head.

      ‘No, let’s go this way.’ She points to a rocky outcrop. On the other side of that, half-hidden from the rest of the beach, is a small section of stony beach that only locals know about. The rain is horizontal, stinging her eyes as they scramble down the steps and stride across the sand.

      The waves are coming stronger now, crashing down onto the pebbly shore; discarded litter whips up into the air in a frenzy, and a sudden gust of wind almost knocks them both over.

      Suddenly, Autumn stops and grabs Amy’s arm. She’s pointing out to sea, just past the rocks that separate the two beaches, and Amy looks in that direction. It’s hard to see anything through the rain, and she squints, holding her hand over her eyes to shelter them from the onslaught.

      And then she spots it.

      A tiny rowing boat, bobbing up and down wildly on the murky grey water, frothy tips lifting it up and tipping it back down sideways until it looks as though it might capsize.

      ‘Is that them?’

      But Autumn has already started running, clambering over the rocks, her feet slipping on the seaweed. Amy follows, Benny bouncing around joyfully by her feet, desperate to be let off the lead. The rocks are slippery and she has to crouch down and hold on with her hands to avoid slipping into the freezing water, but Autumn seems to have made it over the other side and is already standing at the shore. Snatches of her voice catch on the wind, but there’s no way Carl or Connor will hear her from there.

      Amy drops down onto the soft sand and hurries over to stand beside Autumn.

      ‘Have they seen you yet?’

      Autumn shakes her head.

      ‘He looked like he was trying to get back to the shore but he’s not getting anywhere,’ Autumn says.

      ‘I think they’re getting further away,’ Amy says, squinting out at where the boat is being thrashed around.

      ‘They probably got caught out. The storm came in pretty quickly.’

      Amy glances at her, fear in her eyes. ‘Let’s hope so.’ Because the alternative – that Carl deliberately took his son out into the dangerous waters – doesn’t bear thinking about.

      ‘What do we do now?’ Autumn says.

      ‘I don’t know.’ The weather is getting worse. Autumn is right, the boat does seem to be getting further away. It also keeps tipping violently, spray smacking against the side and filling the vessel with water. Inside two figures are huddled, one – presumably Carl – at one end trying to restart the motor, the other curled in a ball on the floor at the other end.

      Suddenly, Carl spots them. He waves his arms, an SOS. A wave catches him and he stumbles, almost stumbling over the edge of the boat. But he manages to right himself, and stares back in their direction.

      ‘He doesn’t realise who we are, does he?’ Autumn says.

      ‘I doubt it.’

      They both watch for a few more seconds, in horror, as the wind continues to rock the boat from side to side. Amy is soaked to the skin, and even Benny doesn’t seem to be enjoying the weather any more, huddled in the shelter of her legs.

      ‘That boat’s going to tip,’ Autumn says.

      ‘I think you’re right.’

      ‘What do we do?’

      Amy whirls round to see if there is anyone else around. But the beach is empty.

      ‘How far out do you think they are?’

      ‘I don’t know. A couple of hundred metres? It’s hard to tell.’

      Amy nods, but says nothing.

      ‘Amy? What are you thinking?’

      She turns her head to look at Autumn, and hands her Benny’s lead.

      ‘Will you hold him?’

      Autumn takes the lead uncertainly. ‘Where are you going?’

      Amy pulls her coat over her head and throws it on the sand. ‘I’m going in.’

      ‘But you can’t! That’s madness!’

      Rain is already soaking into her clothes, making her skin pimple. ‘I’m a strong swimmer. And if I don’t go out there and try and help them, they could drown.’

      Autumn shakes her head. ‘You can’t. Just wait for the others, or the police, please. They’ll be here soon.’

      ‘It could be too late by then.’ She shivers as wind blasts her again. ‘Listen, I used to be a semi-professional swimmer. If that boat goes over, they won’t be able to swim against the current in this. But I will.’

      ‘Please, Amy,’ Autumn says, tears shining in her eyes.

      They’re distracted by a sudden shout, and when they look back, the boat has capsized, and Connor and Carl are in the water.

      ‘Fuck,’ Amy shouts, and before she can change her mind, she runs into the water, diving headfirst into the waves.
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      If she stops to think about how cold she is, it will overpower her. Instead, Amy concentrates on simply lifting one arm up after the other and getting her erratic breathing under control.

      Every few feet she stops, lifts her head and checks she’s still going in the right direction. Carl and Connor don’t seem to be getting any closer, and their boat has drifted even further away. She doesn’t know how long she’s got before the cold overwhelms them all, but she can’t think about it. Her legs are numb but she lowers her head back into the water and carries on.

      As she swims she tries to empty her mind of everything except what is happening in this precise moment. If she thinks about anything else, she’ll go under. Every time she lifts her face out of the water to take a breath, the clouds seem darker, the waves crash harder. She kicks harder, pulls harder, the muscles in her legs and shoulders screaming. It’s been a long time since she swam this far, and never in these conditions.

      But she can do this. She has to.

      It feels as though she’s never going to reach them. But then, finally, they’re almost within touching distance. She keeps her face out of the water and her eyes on the heads bobbing wildly on the surface in front of her. Every now and then one of them sinks as a wave engulfs them and her heart stops as she waits for them to come back up again. Each time it feels like a lifetime.

      Even though it’s Carl’s fault they’re out here, Amy doesn’t want to leave either of them to face almost certain death. But there’s no way she can get them both back to shore by herself.

      Which means there’s no choice to make.

      She sees the moment that Carl clocks what she’s doing, and keeps her head turned away from him as she swims towards Connor. He’s fading fast, his skin a deathly shade of blue. Hooking her arm around his shoulders, she feels herself being pushed under, and lifts her head up out of the water to gasp for air. Then she kicks and starts to make her leaden way back towards the shore, dragging Connor behind her. It feels like an impossible task, but she can’t stop now.

      Her whole body screams in pain but she keeps going, kick, pull, kick, pull, and slowly, the shore comes back into focus. And that’s when she sees it. There’s more than one figure standing there now. She wipes water from her eyes and tries to focus, but it’s impossible so she gives up and pushes on.

      Finally, after what seems like hours, Amy feels the earth beneath her feet and she stands, still dragging Connor behind her.

      ‘Can you stand up?’ she shouts to him, the wind a furious frenzy round their numb faces. He doesn’t respond, but before she can think about what to do next, Connor is lifted into the air. She looks up. Henry is striding out of the water with Connor in his arms. She watches as he reaches the sand and places him gently down. Olivia is also there, Amy sees now, and is wrapping a blanket round him and cradling him, tears mingling with rain down her cheeks. Amy is so cold she doesn’t know if she can get out of the water. Perhaps if she just stays here then…

      A tug on her arm. She opens her eyes.

      ‘Come on, let’s get you out of here.’ Henry’s face looms above her.

      Amy stands, her legs like jelly. A cry from the shore distracts her.

      ‘Dad!’ Connor is standing now, screaming into the waves. He looks terrified. Amy catches his eyes. ‘Please,’ he sobs. ‘Don’t let Dad drown.’

      ‘I’ll go,’ Henry says. ‘You’ve done enough.’

      ‘But I…’ But Amy can’t finish her words, and allows Henry to put his arms around her shoulders and guide her to the shore. The heat of Henry’s body seeps into her and she huddles in closer, desperate for warmth.

      As they get to where the water is waist-height, Amy stops. The police aren’t here yet. Olivia is looking after Connor, wrapping him in warm layers; she knows Henry isn’t a strong swimmer, and Autumn – if she’s anything like her mother, might not be able to swim at all. She’s the only person here who’s capable of saving Carl.

      And no matter what he’s done, she can’t leave him to die. Not when Connor has begged her.

      She pulls away from Henry and turns away from the shore.

      ‘What are you doing?’ Henry says.

      ‘I’m going to get Carl,’ she says.

      ‘Amy!’ he starts, but she doesn’t wait to hear any more. She dives back into the freezing waves, and swims as though her life depends on it.
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      Tired. So tired. Every drag of her arm above her head makes her shoulders scream in agony. The cold threatens to pull her under. But she keeps going, images of Summer’s lifeless body by the edge of the lake keeping her powering forward, deeper and deeper into the freezing North Sea.

      She glances up and sees Carl’s head, barely visible above the grey of the water. His nose and mouth are under the surface and she thinks she’s too late. But then the waves move and he lifts his face out again, his eyes scanning the water wildly.

      She sees the moment he spots her. His eyes widen, his mouth opens. She can’t hear any words above the roar of the wind, doesn’t even know if he has the energy to speak. She keeps going, ignoring the roar of her arms and legs to stop moving, to give up. To turn back. She keeps swimming, closer and closer to this man who has done her so much harm.

      But she won’t let someone else drown. Not even a murderer. Not on her watch.

      She glances up again and suddenly Carl’s face is there, right in front of her. His skin is almost translucent and she can tell he’s nearly at the end; when people are about to drown, they don’t wave their arms around in the air. Instead they stay still, bobbing on the surface until they just slip under without a sound. Carl looks like he’s on the verge of doing just that.

      She reaches out her hand, tries to grab his arm. Misses. He stares at her, glassy-eyed. She tries again, and this time her fingers brush the fabric of his T-shirt. She kicks one last time and finally manages to get a grip on his upper arm and pull herself closer to him.

      ‘Lean back,’ she shouts, but he stares at her blankly. She tries to push his shoulder back into the water, but he resists, so she tries harder, pressing her palm against the solidity of his shoulder. If she can just get him to tip himself back then she can hook her arm round his neck and chest and give herself the best chance of dragging him back to the shore. She pushes again and this time feels some movement⁠—

      And then without warning Carl’s right arm lashes out and presses against the top of her head. Her face goes under the freezing water and she kicks wildly, trying to break the surface again, to get some air. Her lungs burn but there is still a pressure on the top of her head and now she realises that this isn’t an accident, Carl’s body reacting spontaneously to the utter cold. This is a deliberate act, the act of a man bent on killing her.

      She can’t let this happen.

      She won’t let it happen.

      With a strength she didn’t know she possessed, she lifts her arm up and smacks it against the arm holding her head under the water. To her surprise it moves away immediately – probably a result of the cold making Carl weak – and her face breaks through the surface into the air again. She sucks air into her lungs desperately, and tries to move away to safety. She knows that under normal circumstances, if Carl wanted to kill her right now, he could do so easily. He’s much stronger than her. But she has one advantage here. Despite not having swum competitively for years, she’s still a strong swimmer, her occasional sessions in the sea keeping her muscles strong and powerful.

      There’s a space between them now. Carl is still looking at her. She can’t let him overpower her again, she needs to be prepared.

      It’s clear that he won’t make it without her help. He won’t survive the cold, even if he could somehow find the strength to get himself out of the water.

      He’s so weak now he’d be dead before he reached the shore.

      She could leave him here, and save herself.

      But she knows she would live with the guilt for the rest of her life, and she won’t let him take her happiness from her again.

      Carl’s head slips beneath the water one more time. She can’t see him any more. Where is he? She swims towards the spot where he disappeared, but the water is moving so quickly, the undertow so strong, that it’s unlikely he’ll still be in the same place. She whirls round, scanning the surface for a sign – a hand, a flash of his hair – but there’s nothing but the grey murk of the North Sea, taunting her. Her heart flutters weakly, her whole body numb. She glances towards the shore. It’s hard to make anything out clearly, but it seems as though Olivia has disappeared – probably to see to Connor. Two figures remain on the sand. Henry and Autumn, Benny at their feet. And she knows she can’t give up now.

      Suddenly, a head emerges from the water a few feet away from her. She kicks into action, pulling herself towards him before he goes back under and is lost again. Finally she reaches him, plunges her hands below the surface and finds a handful of fabric, pulls him up. His eyes are closed now and she knows if hypothermia has set in she might be too late anyway.

      She somehow manages to get her arm hooked under his armpit and positions him so that he’s face-upwards. Then she takes a deep breath, summons every single bit of strength left in her body, and kicks her legs, pushing and pulling them both inch by painful inch.

      The world fades in and out around her, the two figures on the shoreline blurring, then becoming crystal clear again as she pulls and pulls and pulls. She looks up again. Are there more people on the beach now, or is her vision playing tricks on her? She keeps going. Carl feels like a dead weight, and she wonders whether they’re moving at all. But then, Henry is moving towards them, running through the shallows, and he’s dragging her up and out of the water and lifting her into his arms and her whole body is shaking and where is Carl and she tries to speak but no words come out…
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      Amy has no idea how much time has passed by the time she opens her eyes. Her breathing feels shallow and her lungs hurt and it feels like she may never be warm again. Something heavy is pressing against her, and she tries to lift it off but there’s no strength left in her arms.

      ‘Henry?’ she mutters, as her eyes focus on the figure sitting in a chair beside her. He looks round and a smile lights up his face.

      ‘Hey, hero,’ he says, laying his hand on her arm.

      That’s when she notices that he’s wrapped in a silver foil blanket, and a paramedic leans over her.

      ‘Try not to move too much,’ the paramedic says. ‘Your body has gone into shock from the cold. You need to rest.’

      Amy lets her head drop back onto the pillow. The cold seems to be deep in her bones, radiating out through her blood and her hair and her skin.

      ‘Where is everyone? Is Connor⁠—’

      ‘He’s fine,’ Henry says. ‘I told you. You’re a hero.’

      She swallows. Even that hurts.

      Henry continues. ‘Connor is with Liv in the other ambulance. Carl has been taken to hospital already.’

      Amy turns her head. ‘He’s alive?’

      ‘He’s alive, and under arrest.’ She leans forward so she can hear him better. ‘By the time you got him to the beach the police had arrived,’ he says. She tries to remember it, but all that comes to mind is a vague memory of several figures on the beach. ‘DI Harte said she wants to talk to you at some point, but for now she’s dealing with Carl – or Wilder or whatever his name is.’

      ‘He tried to kill me.’ Her voice is scratchy.

      ‘I can’t believe you didn’t give up on him.’

      She stares at him. ‘I couldn’t,’ she says. ‘I couldn’t let him drown, not after…’ She trails off as Henry nods. He gets it. Of course he does. Because like her, he’s lived with the guilt of what happened to Summer for the last twenty years too.

      He strokes her hair off her face. ‘Well, whatever your reasons, you saved his life. Not that he’ll thank you. I think he’ll be going away for a long time once the police have finished with him.’

      They’re interrupted by a knock on the ambulance door. The paramedic opens it, and Autumn’s face appears through the gap.

      ‘Sorry, I can’t come in because of Benny,’ she says, and Amy looks down to see Benny’s face looking up at her full of love. She wants to leap off the stretcher and wrap her arms around him, but she settles for a smile for now. ‘I just wanted to see how you are.’

      ‘Cold, but okay, I think,’ Amy says.

      ‘Are you going to the hospital now?’

      The paramedic turns, a blood pressure monitor in her hand. ‘Yes, we’re going to take her in now.’

      ‘Do you want me to take Benny home?’ Autumn says.

      ‘Please.’ She nods gratefully. ‘Although I don’t know where my car keys are?’

      Henry picks a coat from the floor. ‘In here?’

      Amy digs her keys out and throws them to Autumn. ‘You know how to drive, right?’

      ‘I’ve been driving since I was eight years old.’

      ‘Of course you have. Thank you.’

      Autumn and Benny disappear again, and the paramedic closes the ambulance doors. ‘Right, let’s get you checked over.’
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      The curtain is pulled back and DI Harte’s face appears in the gap. ‘Okay to come in?’

      ‘Sure,’ Amy says.

      The police officer steps into the small space and stands at the end of Amy’s bed.

      ‘How are you feeling?’

      ‘Not too bad, considering,’ Amy says.

      ‘You don’t need me to tell you that was a really stupid thing to do, do you?’

      ‘No.’ She doesn’t apologise.

      DI Harte smiles and folds her arms. ‘Anyway, I have some news for you. Carl has to remain in hospital overnight for monitoring, but we’ve charged him with the murder of both Summer Carpenter and Hannah Hastings.’

      ‘Has he confessed?’

      She shakes her head. ‘Not exactly. But he knows the game is up because we have all the evidence we need to tie him to both murders, so he will, eventually.’

      ‘Thank you.’

      ‘I should be thanking you. Evidence from Hannah Hastings’ investigation got us close, but it was the DNA from that letter on Olivia Clarke’s fridge, as well as Autumn’s identification of Carl that helped us finally nail him, and that was down to you.’ She checks her watch. ‘Anyway, I need to get back. I just wanted to come and update you. Also, I’ll need to ask you some questions as soon as you’re out of here.’

      ‘Okay.’

      Once DI Harte has gone, Amy turns to Henry, who had insisted on staying with her rather than going to a bed of his own. ‘I don’t need checking over, I’m fine,’ he’d said. And now he was sitting in a chair at her bedside, watching over her.

      ‘I can’t believe it’s over,’ Amy says.

      ‘I know. All these weeks of stress, and now we don’t have to worry any more.’

      ‘Except for poor old Olivia.’

      As if she’s heard her name, she appears in the space that DI Harte had vacated minutes before. She steps through the gap in the curtains sheepishly and hovers at the end of Amy’s bed.

      ‘How’s Connor?’ Henry asks immediately.

      ‘He’s going to be fine.’ Olivia doesn’t seem able to look either of them in the face, and trains her gaze on a spot in the middle of the blanket on Amy’s bed.

      ‘Thank you, Amy. I…’ Her voice cracks, and Henry stands, crosses the floor and throws his arms around her. They stand there for a few moments, locked together, Olivia’s body shaking with sobs. When they eventually pull apart, Olivia finally looks at Amy. She takes a step towards her and Amy reaches out her hand. Olivia takes it.

      ‘I’m so sorry,’ Olivia says.

      ‘You don’t need to⁠—’

      But Olivia ploughs on, determined to say her piece. ‘I don’t deserve your pity or your friendship, given how stupid and blind I’ve been. But I just want to tell you how grateful I am to you for saving my boy.’

      Amy squeezes Olivia’s fingers. ‘I would never have let him drown.’

      ‘But he would have done if you hadn’t been there. If you hadn’t risked your life for him, I…’ She trails off as tears overwhelm her.

      ‘Anyone would have done the same.’

      ‘Not for Carl as well.’ Olivia looks at her. ‘Not after what he did. You’re a better person than me.’

      ‘I couldn’t let him die, Liv. Not after…’

      She doesn’t need to finish the sentence. They’re all thinking the same.

      ‘The police officer said he’ll likely go to prison for a very long time thanks to the evidence you found.’

      ‘It was Hannah who found it, really.’

      Olivia wipes her cheek with the back of her hand. ‘Except I can’t thank her, can I?’ she steps closer, presses her hand to Amy’s cheek. ‘So thank you, Amy. For saving Connor. For saving Carl. For everything.’
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      It wasn’t an easy decision to make, to leave my little girl behind. I loved her, in my own way. But she was also the product of terrible memories, and I struggled to bond with her. I had a choice: stay, and be smothered, or leave, and save myself.

      In the end there was no choice.

      I took the chance to sneak off when he was out of town for a couple of days. I won’t say his name because he doesn’t deserve one. I scraped together some money from the communal food pot, and handed Autumn over to my sister, Meadow. I knew she’d look after her, protect her.

      I left that day with just one small bag of clothes.

      I didn’t know where I was going, only that I needed to go somewhere. I hitched as far as I could and when, a couple of days later, I hit Norwich, I decided to stop. I was far enough away so he wouldn’t easily find me.

      Meeting Amy, Olivia, Henry and Michael was a stroke of luck. They were kind to me and took me under their wing, especially Amy. I liked them. Well, most of them.

      For a while I felt safer than I had in years. Amy always wanted to do things for me and I felt guilty taking advantage of her, but it seemed to make her happy. Lost souls together, I guess we were.

      I looked over my shoulder sometimes. Of course I did. Sometimes I even thought I saw him, watching me. But it always turned out to be someone else and finally, I started to relax.

      Stupid, stupid girl.

      I ought to have known he’d find me, in the end.

      It was the night of the party. The mix of strong booze and weed had made me feel wild. There was a fire and lots of sexy boys throwing themselves at me. It made me feel alive, the control I had over them. Amy was angry with me that night but I didn’t care.

      At some point late in the evening, I felt ill and needed some space. I stumbled towards the trees and through them. I stopped before I got to the lake. Even drunk, I wasn’t going anywhere near that. I took some deep breaths. The trees spun round me, the air was clear. I closed my eyes.

      A twig snapped. I whipped my head round.

      ‘Hello?’

      I looked left and right but my vision was blurred. I couldn’t see anyone.

      ‘Who is it?’

      My blood roared in my ears. I started half-walking, half-running away from the sound, towards the water.

      And then, footsteps behind me.

      Someone grabbed my arm and I screamed, then a hand was on my mouth, breath hot in my ear. ‘I’m not going to hurt you,’ the voice hissed.

      And then I knew. It was him.

      I stopped struggling.

      I needed to be smart, with him. He would never hurt me, not deliberately. He loved me. I just needed to give him what he wanted.

      Slowly, he took his hand away and I turned. We locked eyes.

      ‘What are you doing here?’ I whispered.

      ‘I came to bring you home.’

      ‘No.’ I took a step away from him. He closed the gap.

      ‘You can’t say no. We have a daughter.’

      ‘She’s nothing to do with you.’

      ‘We can be happy.’ He was pleading. Desperate.

      I shook my head. ‘I won’t come back. I’m happy here.’ I kept inching backwards, aware that if I could keep him talking it would give me a chance to get away.

      But he kept coming, closer and closer. So close I could see the whites of his eyes shining in the moonlight. My heart thumped.

      I needed to move now.

      Then he lunged. I took another step back. Something caught my foot and my body tipped backwards. I put my hands behind me to stop my fall. But there was nothing. And then I was falling, falling, backwards, through the air. I might have screamed.

      And then I hit the water.

      I went under. Under the water, down, down into the smothering depths, and I wanted to scream but I couldn’t find any air and I knew then, I knew I was going to die here and then⁠—

      My head rose above the surface. I gasped for air, my whole body flooded with panic. I had to get out of here. But I couldn’t touch the bottom and I couldn’t swim.

      I went under again. Back up.

      ‘Help me,’ I tried to yell but it was a whimper.

      He was watching me from the bank, his face in shadow.

      ‘Please,’ I begged, as my face dipped back below the surface. My arms flailed, reaching for something, anything.

      He whirled round, scanned the ground. Picked up a branch and knelt down on the riverbank and held it out to me.

      Thank God. He was going to save me. Of course he was.

      I reached up, but my arm just swiped through empty air.

      I tried again.

      And again.

      The branch was just out of reach. He leaned further forward then⁠—

      ‘Summer?’ My name ripped through the air and he stood, whirled round. And then, as footsteps approached, he darted off, sprinting away through the trees.

      I tried to kick my legs but I was so tired. I couldn’t make my body work. My head went under again and this time when I came back up I saw another figure standing on the bank. Smaller.

      ‘Help me!’ I begged.

      The figure dropped to the ground, stretched out an arm.

      ‘Amy,’ I said. My voice was weak with relief.

      I reached for her arm but it was too far away.

      I had no more breath left to speak. I reached again and my fingers grazed hers. I tried again and this time she caught my fingers and pulled them towards her.

      But I had nothing left. Water splashed over my head. I closed my eyes, could hear a voice.

      I opened my eyes. Amy held out her other arm. If I could just reach it… But my fingers were slipping. I could feel her grip loosening.

      And then, just like that, she was gone. A spike of adrenaline surged through me and I lifted my head. Amy was standing on the bank, looking down at me.

      I sank beneath the water.

      Please help me, Amy. Please.

      She would, I was sure of it. She’d figure it out.

      I came up again. Amy was still there. I opened my mouth to beg but nothing came out. Her eyes were wide and terrified.

      She wasn’t moving. Why wasn’t she moving?

      And then she turned, and she walked away.
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      Thank you for reading! Don't forget to leave a review and share on social media to help spread the word. Your support means so much to us and our authors!
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