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         She always said that if we ever got married, ours would be a black wedding in the tiny stone church by Meddleswater. She wanted the ceremony in the half-light of a December morning, when the lake would lie hard as glass, the church barely visible in the mist from its waters.

         I can picture her now, sweeping up the aisle towards me, no father on her arm, no mother of the bride at the front of the church, no train of bridesmaids behind her. There would be only her, white-faced and spectral, her black dress whispering across the floor, her eyes shrouded behind a veil, and at her throat the choker I bought her. There might be flowers, too – black tulips in her hands, black roses at the altar.

         And we would be married, she and I, and we’d step into another life, the life we’d dreamed was waiting for us after this one, where we could be together without others trying to part us, where no one would tell us we were too young, or too broken, or too fragile to know what we were doing.

         Because we were young, it was true. We were fragile, too. But we weren’t fragile like flowers. We were fragile like bombs.
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      This isn’t how we’d planned it. They’ve just found her on the ground outside the church, wailing beside my body.
    

         
      She’s going to make lots of mistakes over the next few days, but hanging around my corpse is her first. She should have run. She should have run far away from here, back to the arms of strangers, or the arms of anyone who’d have her…
    

         
      No one knows what to do with her. The police are murmuring about her age, putting her at around fifteen. They’re right. But on the inside, she’s ancient as the world. We both are.
    

         
      They can’t stop her crying. They can’t get her to move. She’s shouting and protesting and holding on to me, but I am already cold.
    

         
      I’m furious with her for doing this. She used to say she’d come with me. ‘If you go, I’m going too,’ she’d say, taking my hand in hers and looking me straight in the eye. It was a promise as sacred as a wedding vow, but like everything else between us, it ended up broken long ago.
    

         
      I’m going to haunt her. I’m going to make her think she’s losing her mind and tip her slowly over the edge until she can bear it no longer and joins me here.
    

         
      Would that be murder? Maybe; but no more murderous than what she’s just done to me.
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         This isn’t a proper interview room, not like the ones you see on TV, with hard chairs and no windows and mean-faced coppers. This is a room designed especially for people like me: young suspects they don’t want to frighten. They’ve put sofas in here and plants, and a rug and a small table with mats to rest your drinks. You can see it’s meant to be comfortable, and they’ve even got women officers to interview me so I don’t get too agitated. Non-threatening. That’s the sort of word they’d use to describe it, but it’s actually bollocks. They want to put you at ease and make you talk, but there’s nothing more threatening than a room designed to be non-threatening so you’ll be tricked into saying too much and getting arrested. Sinister, that’s what I’d call it. Sinister as hell.

         The whole day has been a blur. All I know is that she’s dead. My girl is dead, and they forced me away from her. Then they brought me here, where they gave me tea made with crappy teabags, as if that would be enough to calm me down and make me talk.

         We’ve been at it for hours.

         ‘Please tell us your name.’

         ‘It’s none of your business what my name is.’

         ‘We are the police and we found you beside the body of a young girl. It is every bit our business what your name is.’

         ‘Blah, blah, blah.’

         That annoyed them.

         I can tell they’re drawing on every bit of their patience. They’re going to need it.

         ‘We need to talk to you,’ one says. ‘When you’re ready, we’ll have to ask you what happened and who the girl is, so we can let her family know.’

         I stay silent. They’d found no ID on her body. Nothing at all. All they know is that she was young and blonde and she doesn’t match any of the missing persons on file. They don’t even know she’s pregnant. I suppose the whole future of this case relies on me now, but I’m in no fit state to co-operate. Look at me, I want to say to them. I’m insane with grief.

         ‘Was the girl who died a relative of yours?’

         I shake my head.

         ‘A good friend, then?’

         Again, I shake my head.

         The officers stop the questions and hand me more tissues. My face must be a mess. They see my tears as suspicious, I can tell. I’m meant to be hollowed-out and silent with shock.

         After a while, they try again. ‘We understand your distress,’ one of them says.

         I want to shout at her. No, you don’t. You haven’t got a clue. She’s dead and I am here, and I don’t know how I’ll ever bear this.

         But I don’t say it, so she carries on. ‘But it’s really important we find out who this girl is. Her family will be worrying and we need to tell them the truth as soon as we can.’

         I don’t know what comes over me then. It’s like I’ve left my body and I’m watching myself from somewhere above the spot where I’m sitting. I look straight at the two of them. ‘Fuck off,’ I’m spitting. ‘Just fuck off. She hasn’t got any fucking family.’ Then I hold out my hands as if I’m reading a book and recite, ‘Roses are red, violets are blue. No one gives a shit about the end of you.’

         With no warning, her voice suddenly fills the room. What about you? she asks. Do you give a shit? Are you sorry?

         I look around at the police officers to see if they’ve heard it, too, as clearly as I just did. They don’t seem to have. They’re sitting there, sympathetic but tough, ready to charge me with bad behaviour.

         It wasn’t meant to be this way. It should never have come to this.
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      We lived in a children’s home, she and I. It was where we met, six months ago now. They kept us cloistered away from the world, not because we were dangerous – although we were working at that – but because the world was bad for us. We weren’t like other kids. We didn’t have parents that loved us and lived for us and would die for us. We had parents who harmed us. Not on purpose. They never did it on purpose. They did it because they couldn’t help it. They did it because they knew no other way to be. Cruelty was built into them, handed down through long generations of cruel people who had no idea about love and how to show it.
    

         
      That was one view of it all, anyway. A generous view, but one I chose to believe because it was easier than the alternative.
    

         
      It was my first children’s home. Before this, they’d sent me to a girls’ secure unit. They said it wasn’t a prison, but the doors and windows were all locked. I wasn’t there because I was bad, though. I was there for welfare. That’s what they called it. Welfare. Banged up for my own safety. When my time was over, they sent me to this old home, smash in the middle of nowhere, with no boys, no shops, no booze, nothing. Nothing at all that could do anyone any harm, just miles and miles of mountains and lakes, which I knew from the start would have their own dangers. No one had thought of that. No one had considered the fact that I was an expert in sniffing out ways to die.
    

         
      The home is called Hillfoot House, and you can’t get there unless you walk to it. Anyone who comes here – which is no one – has to leave their car in a layby half a mile away, and that’s after they’ve driven far off the main road, down long tracks full of potholes and over a ford that’s impassable after rain. They might as well have grown a forest of thorns around us.
      
    

         
      The house is on the edge of a hollow that dips towards the dark waters of the tarn below and is hemmed in on all sides by the mountains. It’s beautiful, but the beauty isn’t calm. It’s ferocious, like us. I suppose that’s why we loved it here, for a while.
    

         
      It’s winter now. Christmas Day. A perfect morning to die. There’s mist rising from the lake and fresh snow on the highest fells. As the weeks wear on, this scene will be transformed. The mountains will strip their winter hue and shift slowly to green, their lowest slopes purpled with foxgloves, their rocky peaks lit by the spear of the sun.
    

         
      I never dreamed I’d become so attached to a landscape as I’ve become to this one. When I first came here, I resisted. ‘Why did you send me to this place in the middle of butt-fuck Egypt?’ I asked my social worker. ‘It’s boring. It’s so boring, I want to scratch my eyes out.’
    

         
      But there was a theory behind it. There’s a theory behind most things they do for us. They change with the fashion, but this one had something to do with mindfulness and the healing power of the natural world. Most kids like us have never seen beauty before. We grew up in the darkest hearts of the cities, in overcrowded tower blocks and rundown terraces, where vandalism was high and nothing green grew, so management like to think that if they house us in the mountains, where we can hear only the gentle bleat of lambs and the cold rush of water over rocks, the pain we all try to hide might somehow be eased.
    

         
      It’s a noble idea, and not complete horseshit, though of course it’s too late for us. It was too late for us before we’d even crossed the doorstep. Landscape can only go so far. What we really needed was to undo time, to restart our lives from the beginning, and there wasn’t a hope of that.
    

         
      Inside the house are six bedrooms – one for each girl and one for each of the staff members who have to sleep there every night. It’s quite cosy in some ways, if you catch us in one of those moments when no one is kicking off. There’s always a fire burning in the living room, because most of us have only ever been poor, and they 
      
      want to teach us about warmth and how important it is, so that when the time comes to budget our own money we’ll make heat a priority.
    

         
      There are three girls here at the moment, if you include me, but Lara’s the only one in her bed this morning. Lara is twelve – pretty young to have been handed over to institutional care, but she’s a difficult case: no real trouble, just impossible for anyone to connect with. She’s only been here since September. Before, she’d been in foster care with a couple in Manchester, but that had fallen apart because she never spoke. For months, apparently, she’d lodged herself into the corner of their inglenook fireplace, curled her knees up to her chest and stayed there from morning till night. If anyone came near her, she’d turn to face them and hiss like a cat. Her foster carers, who’d never been able to have their own children, had started out committed and full of hope that they could be the ones to help this troubled girl, but in the end, they gave up. She was beyond them, beyond all reach of love and good intentions.
    

         
      She still is. She reminds me of my sister. Stupid really, because she’s a lot older than my sister would have been if she’d lived, but I can’t help it. I often thought I’d like to sweep her up and away from this life and look after her, like I hadn’t ever managed to with Jade, but it’s ideas like that which got me into this mess.
    

         
      It’ll be harder than ever for Lara today. Christmas is never a good time for children in care, although the unlucky staff who ended up on the festive rota have done their best with some decorations from B&M Bargains (a six-foot inflatable elf, some tinsel and a fake tree that smells unmistakably of plastic), a frozen turkey and a nicely wrapped present for each of us. There are no stockings. Even Santa can’t be bothered with kids in care.
    

         
      When she wakes around eight, Lara can hear the clatter of staff in the kitchen, starting the second day of their three-day shift – the kettle boiling, cupboards opening, the warm pop of the toaster, weary voices wishing each other a merry Christmas, and all of them longing to be anywhere but here.
      
    

         
      ‘Girls still asleep?’
    

         
      ‘Must be.’
    

         
      Lara stays in her room, listening. The house is old. You can hear every movement and every word spoken.
    

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         
      An hour or more passes before anyone says anything about waking us up. The staff prefer it when we sleep late. It makes their jobs easier and their days shorter. If we stay in bed, they can laze around on the sofas, watching TV and reading magazines, or baking. Clare used to make flapjacks and brownies, and leave them in containers on the wall outside with an honesty box saying ‘£1.50. Please help yourselves’. It was meant to be a moment of joy for walkers as they passed, still miles from the nearest pub. Her idea had been that, eventually, we’d all join in with the work of it, and then any profits could go towards a weekend in Blackpool, but I went outside one day and nicked the cash for fags. Clare stopped bothering after that.
    

         
      It’s after ten by the time Lara hears Danny’s voice in the room below her. ‘We should probably wake them. It’s Christmas Day. Not even Annie will want to sleep through lunch.’
    

         
      Gillian and Clare agree. It’s their job to bang on our doors and rouse us from sleep because if Danny tries it, who knows where he might end up? Troubled girls like us can’t be trusted not to make false allegations against every man we meet. You can’t blame us for that, though. We have to get in there first, get them away from us before the allegations have a chance to become real. We’ve learned better than to let anyone near us.
    

         
      I watch Lara listening to their footfall on the wooden staircase. She sucks in her breath. I can tell she knows what’s coming.
    

         
      There’s a light rapping on doors along the landing outside her room, then silence. Then more rapping, louder, and Gillian’s cheery voice calling, ‘Merry Christmas, Annie! It’s after eleven. Time to wake up!’
      
    

         
      Silence.
    

         
      ‘Hope! Wakey, wakey! It’s Christmas Day!’
    

         
      More silence.
    

         
      Lara curls up on her bed, brings her knees up to her chest and closes her eyes. No one is going to say anything to her. She doesn’t speak, and as far they’re concerned, she doesn’t see or hear, either.
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         These women have had enough. They’re bringing in the men now because they think men can force it out of me. A quick, hard kick to the stomach and it’ll be there for them: the truth like vomit all over the floor.

         The door opens and a policeman comes into the room. He’s tough-looking and walks with a swagger, as if he thinks he’s good-looking. He isn’t.

         ‘Good morning, young lady,’ he says, and sits on the sofa opposite me, beside the two women.

         ‘Fuck off,’ I say.

         He looks at me sternly, trying to scare me. ‘If you continue like this, not co-operating or telling us what happened, we’ll assume you’ve got something to hide and we’ll have to arrest you. Then you’ll be shut up in a cell for the day, while we investigate who you are.’

         I sit in silence.

         He goes on: ‘Now, I know you’re distressed. My colleagues have told me all about it. We’re going to have to keep you here until you’ve answered our questions. It would help if you were to co-operate with us and tell us who you are and who the girl is whose body we found this morning, but we’ll find out, anyway. The forensics team are working on it as we speak. They’ll have ways to identify her. So why don’t you just make it easier for everyone and answer our questions?’

         I know you’re distressed. He hasn’t got a clue.

         I want to say, Have you ever had your skin stripped off and rocks thrown at your bare flesh so your heart is nothing but a gaping wound? But then I think it would sound dramatic, so I just shrug and say, ‘Depends what you ask.’

         ‘How about you start by telling us whether you knew that girl?’

         ‘Course I knew her.’

         Stupid question. I knew her well. I knew her inside out, in every sense. My mother would have known what that meant. She’d lower her voice sometimes and say, ‘In the Biblical sense? Did you know her in the Biblical sense?’ ‘No, no, Mother. Of course not,’ I would say. Of course not. Not me.

         The copper carries on. ‘You’re clearly devastated by what happened. You must have been close.’

         I shrug. ‘I spent a night hanging around with a dead body. It’s enough to upset anyone.’

         ‘I don’t disagree. How about you tell us your name?’

         ‘How about no?’

         He draws a deep breath. ‘We’ll find it out, anyway. It would be easier for you if you just told us.’

         I look up at him. ‘Hope,’ I say. ‘My name is Hope. But you can call me Hopeless, if you prefer. It suits me better.’

         ‘And the girl?’

         With no warning, my memory opens up and I see the two of us standing together the day we first met, her black skirt sweeping the floor, her blue eyes locked on mine, the touch of her hand on my arm…

         I feel my heart clench and kick out.

         ‘Get away from me!’ I’m shouting suddenly, grabbing hold of a chair and hurling it across the room. I don’t care where it lands. I’m not aiming it at anyone. ‘Just fuck off.’ I pick up the next chair and throw it, then reach for the table with its cold cups of tea.

         ‘That’s enough, Hope!’

         And then there are big arms around me, holding me tight so I can’t move, and a voice trained to be firm and soothing says, ‘You’re safe, Hope. You need to calm down.’

         ‘Get off me,’ I say.

         ‘We’ll let you go when you’re calm.’

         I can’t move. I keep shouting. The police go on holding me.
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      She must be feeling awful, down there at the police station. I suppose that’s why she’s giving them such merry hell. But still, I can’t help being amused by her, for all my anger.
    

         
      We were meant to be getting married in that church, near where I died. I liked it there –small and dark and right on the lakeshore. We’d been planning it for months.
    

         
      ‘I want a black wedding,’ I said, ‘with bats and black roses and no guests.’
    

         
      ‘Alright.’
    

         
      ‘Really?’
    

         
      ‘Really,’ she said, and that was it. We had no rings, but we were engaged. We were engaged until she betrayed me.
    

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         
      The police are on their way to Hillfoot now. Lara’s watching them from her bedroom window, walking gravely up the track to the front door, ready to give the serious knock that signals bad news. She’s going to hide, of course, because that’s what she always does. I read her file once – I wasn’t supposed to – and I know she’s been getting worse over the last year or so. She hasn’t always been this bad. It used to be that she fell silent for a while at the beginning of each new foster placement, just until she felt more settled, and then she’d slowly open up again, if people were patient enough with her. The speech therapists called it selective mutism at first because she would talk to some people, just not everyone; but recently she’s been slipping further and further away, out of anyone’s reach.
    

         
      She’s like a shy, hunted animal. For hours, she’ll sit hunched over 
      
      in her spot by the fireplace, and now and then, the staff will try and lure her out with gentle words and promises of safety. She never responds and they end up walking away in despair, fearful that she’ll stay there forever; but then later they’ll look up and her space will be empty and she’ll be gone, and no one will ever have seen her leave.
    

         
      It’s a trick she’s a master of – making herself invisible. It didn’t work with Ace, though. He noticed her.
    

         
      Ace. I still feel giddy at the thought of him. The wild love and the ferocious hate. I hope they catch him one day and he rots in jail. We all hope that. Apart from my mother, of course.
    

         
      Lara’s room is at the front of the house and has a long view of the mountains, all the way over to the Langdale Pikes, their jagged grey summits held in this winter’s hard, white freeze. The sight of them in the distance like that frightens her. Sometimes, she sits at her window with her hands over her eyes and looks at them through the gaps in her fingers. To her, they’re monstrous – vast, rocky bulks slabbed against the sky, and when darkness falls they’re even worse because then they seem to start moving. The night-time lurch of the mountains, ready to smother the life out of her.
    

         
      Her room is right above the office, where only staff are allowed. It holds our records in a big filing cabinet, all the paperwork documenting our whole, messy histories: social workers’ reports, hospital notes, court reports, psychiatric reports … Entry by us is strictly off limits, the door heavily protected by two locks to which only Helen and Danny have the keys. Still, even that didn’t prevent me from breaking in one night. I couldn’t help myself, although I do know that’s not much of an excuse. But when something is forbidden, it’s hard to resist. Danny left his keys lying around one day, so I pocketed them and let myself in when everyone else was asleep. I found everything. All of Lara’s life was there, spread out for me to see. It was mind-bogglingly bad. I wanted to help her after that – become her friend, or her surrogate mother – but she wasn’t having it.
    

         
      The office is also the place for meetings and secret, unknowable 
      
      discussions among the staff. The trouble is, when the care company who owned this home bought it, they didn’t realise there was no soundproofing in the floors. Every word spoken on one floor is carried through the timbers to the next. I sometimes reckoned they’d done it deliberately, so they could listen to everything we said in case we were plotting murder or escape.
    

         
      Two hours have passed now since they found our beds empty, two hours in which all the staff have been shut in the office, making phone calls and talking in low voices. Strictly speaking, someone is meant to be available for Lara all the time but they mostly don’t bother. She’s no trouble and really, there’s nothing anyone can do with her. Occasionally, someone might say, ‘Lara, do you fancy a walk down to the tarn?’ or, ‘Lara, shall we drive into Windermere for an ice cream?’ But she’ll just fix them with her vacant, brown-eyed stare, or look away from them. No one understands that she can’t leave her tiny, silent world. She’s locked herself in and stepping outside is dangerous.
    

         
      She’s always on the lookout, though, always alert. She needs to know what’s going on around her, and when to hide. She keeps a glass in her drawer, wrapped up in an old jumper, and when the low voices start downstairs, she takes it out and holds it to the floor, her ear pressed softly against it so the words can drift up to her like smoke.
    

         
      This morning, she heard Danny make the first phone call to the police. ‘I’d like to report two missing fifteen-year-old girls,’ he said. Then he told the person on the other end of the line that he believed we’d run away overnight, but we were vulnerable young people and there could be threatening adults out there, waiting for us…
    

         
      Mad mothers and pimps.
    

         
      He gave our names and brief descriptions and when he came off the phone he said to the others, ‘An officer will be round within the next hour.’
    

         
      It’s just after midday now, and here comes the knock. Lara listens as the door creaks open and a strong, male voice says, ‘I’m PC Graham French and this is my colleague, WPC Muzna Rahman.’
      
    

         
      She hears the sound of boots against the tiled floor and the door close behind them. They lower their voices to the ground. Through the glass, Lara listens.
    

         
      ‘We found two girls matching your description this morning. One is with us at the station. She says her name is Hope. I am very sorry to have to tell you that the other girl is dead.’
    

         
      There is a stunned silence.
    

         
      Then Clare says, ‘But it’s Christmas Day,’ as if somehow Christmas ought to make death impossible.
    

         
      ‘I know this is a terrible shock. It’s a terrible shock for Hope, too, as you can imagine. She’s finding it very difficult to talk to us. She hasn’t yet told us the other girl’s name, and we need an appropriate adult to be with her in the interview room to support her. Her friend – if that’s what she was to Hope – was dead at the scene. The paramedics took her to hospital. You can expect a call sometime today from the mortuary staff. They’ll be needing someone to formally identify the body.’
    

         
      Danny clears his throat. ‘I’ll be able to do that,’ he says. He’s the only bloke here, so he pretends to be tougher than he is.
    

         
      Gillian says, ‘How did she die?’
    

         
      ‘We can’t be certain at this stage, but the circumstances surrounding the death look suspicious. The state of the body suggests drowning, and we did find her on the lake shore; but there are other injuries that lead us to believe this could be a murder case. Hope isn’t telling us very much, but she is our key witness. Assuming that they left here together, we think she was there throughout the whole process, and that she didn’t leave her friend’s side.’
    

         
      Silence again.
    

         
      Lara takes her ear away from the glass and wills them to stop talking. I know she’s no stranger to murder. She’s full of it. If a butcher reached into her guts, he’d pull out long strings of a buried, murderous past. He’d find it in every organ, every drop of her blood. She feels like she’s going to overflow now, spill murder on the floor for everyone to drown in.
      
    

         
      I watch as she takes herself to her wardrobe, climbs inside and sits there, letting the hanging clothes brush against her face, lovingly, like fingers.
    

         
      Like all of us, she is longing for her mother.
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            Helen

         

         All year, Helen had been saving for this. It was a perk of being the manager. She no longer had to pack the kids off to her ex-husband while she spent Christmas Day at work, trying to keep angry teenagers from running away, from tearing their rooms apart, from suicide. Now, she could spend it with her own two children, lavishing them with gifts and good things to eat, proving to them – because they always complained about it – that they really were more important than her job.

         Except they wouldn’t bloody get up. Their first Christmas together for ten years and they were still lolling about in bed, glued to their devices, barely glancing at the stockings she’d so carefully filled for them. It was something she’d always done; even when they’d gone to their dad’s, she’d smuggle them, fully stuffed, into the boot of her car and then discreetly hand them over to him before she left, just about trusting him to leave them by their beds on Christmas Eve. ‘Oh, it’s just the same stuff every year,’ Chloe said, when Helen couldn’t wait any longer and went into her room. ‘A pair of gloves, some hand cream, a few pens and some notebooks. I’ll look at it later, when I’m properly awake.’ And then she returned to Snapchat.

         Jack was even worse. He was playing a game of some kind and Helen wasn’t sure if he’d even been to sleep yet. Possibly, he was still lost in whatever zombie apocalypse he’d started when he came home last night. Or possibly, she no longer even had a son. It often felt to her as though he’d been kidnapped by the strange creatures in his iPad. He was almost unable to function off-screen – whenever he re-emerged, bleary-eyed and cognitively absent, he was forever desperate to get back to it.

         She made herself a coffee and thought about phoning her parents. But could she face it? Her dad, she’d realised when she saw them last weekend, was on his way out and her mother refused to acknowledge it. ‘Oh, he’s always been like that,’ she said, when Helen tried to talk to her about the fact that he’d climbed into the back seat of the car and spent five minutes looking for the steering wheel. He’d always been prone to mixing up his words – never could grasp the difference between Brie and Stilton, or sometimes even the train station and the marina – but he’d never been as absent as he was last week. Helen saw the future waiting for them like an open mouth: her dad lurching towards dementia; her mother unable to cope; and her, the only child, balancing teenage children and a full-time job with supporting the two of them 300 miles away.

         A new year was dawning, and that was the only change she could see. Otherwise, it would just be more of the same: the demands of her work; the evenings spent exhausted on the sofa with a six-pack of KitKats and Netflix, and the ever-expanding space in the house that used to be filled with children who needed her.

         She tried not to think about it. New Year was harder than Christmas in some ways – full of everyone’s remembrances and hopes for the future. It was enough to make her dizzy.

         The sudden, shrill ring of the telephone interrupted her thoughts. She picked it up, expecting the joyful, festive tones of her mother or ex-husband, phoning for the children.

         ‘Hello, Helen.’ The voice was familiar but so sombre and grave, she couldn’t place it. All she knew was that it carried bad news.

         ‘It’s Gillian,’ the voice continued.

         Work. They were phoning her at home on Christmas Day. This could only mean something awful.

         She tightened her grip on the phone. ‘What’s happened?’

         She could tell from the way Gillian spoke that this wasn’t the usual case of a young person self-harming or running away and ending up in police custody. It was more than that. She started tunnelling through all the recent dramas with the three girls they cared for, hunting for clues. Hope had been caught shoplifting and cautioned for shouting at a police officer; Annie had thrown a chair into her bedroom door and broken it; Lara was silent, as usual, but that didn’t mean there was nothing to worry about.

         There was a moment’s pause. Then, ‘Annie has passed away. A man found the body in the churchyard on the edge of Meddleswater early this morning. The police have said it’s suspicious. We’ve just had a call from the mortuary, and Danny’s about to leave to formally identify the body, but there seems to be little doubt. Hope was with her. She’s at the station now. I’m so sorry to have to tell you this, Helen.’

         Helen couldn’t speak.

         Gillian said, ‘Everyone’s in shock here. I think we need—’

         ‘I’ll be over as soon as I can. Oh, God. I’m meant to be putting a turkey in the oven and the kids aren’t up…’ She heard her words and shook herself suddenly. ‘Sorry, Gillian. What a stupid thing to say.’

         ‘Don’t worry.’

         ‘I’ll be there soon.’

         They said goodbye and she hung up. There was a chill in her stomach and a rawness to her chest, as though someone had sliced a chunk out of her flesh and left it to gape. Annie was dead. Murdered. It struck Helen, guiltily, that she’d have been less shocked if it were Hope who’d been killed. An abrupt and brutal ending to her life seemed … not fitting, of course, she’d never say that, but somehow inevitable. But Annie? The one girl Helen had thought might be able to break out of this misery because she should never really have been in care in the first place, and because she was bright and also quite lovely if you gave her a chance. They were all quite lovely, if you gave them a chance.

         She couldn’t help herself. As she went upstairs to break the news to Jack and Chloe that they wouldn’t be having Christmas together after all, she started racking her brain, wondering if the CQC would launch an investigation into standards of care at a home that allowed a vulnerable young girl to wander away at night and be murdered.

         Neglect. They could do her for neglect. Annie and Hope were always running off together, disappearing into the fells for hours, coming back to the home wild-eyed, bedraggled and high as kites. She should have put a stop to it. She should have paid waking-night staff to sit downstairs every evening and make sure no one got out. The trouble was, she’d already done that. It cost £75 a night and she was meant to be running this home on a shoestring. The cuts to funding were becoming more frequent and more severe, and the place was being shut down in March. Extra staff were an extravagance they could no longer afford.

         But now Annie was dead and someone would have to be blamed. Dear God, she wasn’t paid enough for this.
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         They’re both looking at me, proper tough. ‘For the last time, Hope. What was the name of the girl you were with this morning?’

         ‘Annie,’ I say. ‘Annie the Tranny.’

         The one who’d spoken raises an eyebrow.

         ‘Alright, not tranny,’ I tell him. ‘Lezzer. Annie the Lezzer. Doesn’t sound as good, though, does it?’

         The police officers glance at each other and say something with a few nods and gestures. It’s a code I’m not meant to understand, but I do. I’m not a bit surprised when the bloke says, ‘OK, that’s enough, Hope. We’re going to arrest you now on suspicion of murder…’

         One of them puts his hands on my shoulders, firmly so I can’t move away. The other one bolts handcuffs round my wrists. I think about kicking off, then change my mind. I could do with a break somewhere peaceful, like a prison cell.

         ‘Where are you taking me?’

         ‘To the custody suite. We’ll be formally interviewing you later. You do not have to say anything, but it may harm your defence if…’

         Blah, fucking blah.

         I hear her voice again as they lead me down a cold corridor lined with heavily bolted doors. Bastards, she’s whispering, so clearly I spin my head round to see if she’s beside me. She’s not.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         So they’ve left me alone, banged up in a cell as if I’m the one who killed her. It’s pretty much what I imagined a cell would be like – about six feet square with a concrete block taking up half the space. It’s meant to be a bed but there are no covers, just a blue plastic mat like the ones they make you do headstands on at school. There’s also a low metal toilet, but it’s filthy with the piss of criminals, and I’d rather just shit my pants, thank you very much.

         This is what happens in a police station when they get fed up with your smart-alec answers. They take it as evidence of your guilt. They said they’d haul me back in when I’m ready to co-operate. That’ll be never.

         ‘Ask me no questions and I’ll tell you no lies,’ I said. I saw someone on TV saying that once. It really pissed them off. I like playing around with people’s heads. I learned it from her. I learned pretty much everything I know from her, including how to swear and how to lie.

         ‘You’ll never survive if you don’t toughen up,’ she told me. ‘The world’ll eat you alive.’

         She was right. The world is eating me alive. I’m nothing more than a bright-red wound and my words keep coming out covered in blood.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         It’s easier being alone. Easier to feel like she’s here, I mean. In the silence, I lie back and feel her all around me. Invisible, but present. It was always like this if she ever went away. I’d lie in bed on my own, and even though there was no body to reach for, it still felt as though she was by my side. I suppose that’s what love is. Maybe that’s what ghosts are – the love that won’t stop, even though they’re gone, so strong it’s as physical as life.

         If I close my eyes, I can see her now. She’s standing beside me, dressed all in black, forever half in love with death. She takes her tarot deck from the bag slung over her shoulder – she carried those cards everywhere with her; said she wasn’t setting foot even one moment in the future unless she knew what it held. She pulls out a card. The two of cups. I know what that means, of course. It’s us as we were before it all went bad between us, nothing but love and passion and joy. Then she pulls out another one and waves it in front of my face.

         The tower, she says. The worst one. All that’s good is collapsing.

         There’s anger in her voice and I open my eyes with a start. I want the room to be filled with her again, but something has shifted. She’s gone, and not even love is enough to conjure her back.
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      I’ve never seen her like this. Of the two of us, she was always the softer one, the better behaved, the most polite. It was me who dragged her down, with my murky biography and crazy, angry ways. We were an unlikely love match, that was true – opposite in so many ways – but where it mattered we were the same. She understood me, and there is nothing more erotic than being understood, especially when the rest of the world finds you impossible.
    

         
      I suppose she’s in shock. It does strange things to people. She needs to stop lying, though. She’s getting herself into trouble and she’s already messed everything up. The investigation needs to get back on track. I don’t mind being sacrificed, but something good has to come of it now, and that’s all in her hands.
    

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         
      I don’t feel bad for her, not really. I feel bad for Lara. She doesn’t need all this. She’s already mad enough. I’d wanted to do her a favour. I’d wanted to protect her. Now, I think I’ve made everything worse.
    

         I want to say. It will all be OK, Lara.

         
      But it won’t be OK. Anyone can tell that. Lara’s as dead as I am. There’s not a chance here of a happy ending.
    

         
      She still isn’t speaking. This morning’s news has changed something in her, though, and she at least wants to be in a room with others now. The staff look pretty disappointed about it. They’d wanted to spend these first minutes after the police left drinking tea together and sharing their shock and grief, but of course they can’t discuss it around Lara, not unless Lara speaks first, which everyone knows she isn’t going to do.
      
    

         
      The fact that Lara is no stranger to murder doesn’t make this one any easier to deal with. She never used to speak to either of us, but our rooms are close to each other and the walls are thin, so she’d overhear all the private details of our lives: the agitated pacing of floorboards at night; the murmured phone calls; the unexpected, gentle weeping. Now, there’s only silence. Lara has never known silence in houses before. She’s only known the dangerous uproar of fierce adult misery, and simply exists in her own time and space, far away from the noise and terror of others.
    

         
      The staff keep on talking to her, though. She hears their voices as a drone in the air around her. ‘Would you like a drink, Lara?’ they’ll ask now and then and sometimes, they’ll even touch on the subject of Annie. ‘What happened to Annie was terrible,’ Clare says. ‘But you mustn’t be frightened, because the police will catch whoever did it.’
    

         You mustn’t be frightened. All her life, people have said that to Lara, as though any fear is her own fault, as though it’s really just a silly thing to be afraid of all this – these people and the things they do to each other, all around her, all the time, the awful things she can’t stop.

         You mustn’t be frightened. She stands up from her seat and backs slowly out of the kitchen, away from these women and their feeble language. There is no sense in speech. All words are useless.
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            Helen

         

         No one should have to do this without a 4x4, but no one who worked in a children’s home could afford one, and Helen’s Fiat Panda just wasn’t up to it. The track from the main road was long, rocky and potholed and could wreck a car in an instant. It was worst on winter evenings. A couple of weeks ago, she’d missed sight of a rock in the darkness and ended up with a flat tyre, a broken exhaust and cracked bumper.

         It ought to have been as hard for the girls to escape this place as it was for anyone else to get to it. They should have been afraid to step into this landscape alone, to face the endless hulks of the mountains, the impenetrable mists, the ice and the violent winds.

         Annie, she was certain, would never have done it without Hope, but Hope was afraid of nothing. All she really wanted, everyone knew, was to throw herself away. She was always on the lookout for how to do it. There was a recklessness to her, an I-don’t-care-if-it-kills-me-I’m-going-to-do-it-anyway-and-don’t-pretend-you-care-enough-to-stop-me attitude it was impossible to strip her of. She’d have walked a tightrope over a motorway, just for the sheer, bloody risk of it. It was something that impressed Annie – that deep vulnerability dressed up as cockiness – and Annie had followed her like a lone, obsessive fan.

         And now she was dead.

         Helen parked off track, a few minutes’ walk from the house. The morning was cold. The earth beneath her feet had been hardened by winter and there was no sign yet of the movement of life below. She shivered as she reached a bend in the path that wound over the fells to Tilberthwaite. The house itself stood before her, unseen by any except the most steadfast hikers. Those who did see it were charmed by it – the deep, rural remoteness; its aged crookedness; the view over the water to the rugged fells beyond. Their hearts lurched with envy at the thought of real lives being lived out in this place. They had no idea, Helen thought, no idea at all.

         Four thousand pounds a week it cost to house a child here, in this particular home, and it was rare any of them lasted for long. They came and went like storms, dumping their catastrophes and moving on. Catastrophe followed these children, or perhaps it was truer to say catastrophe was a part of them. It was their foundation; their brains were wired for it. They could no more avoid it than other children could avoid love.

         Helen’s aims had changed over the sixteen years she’d been doing this job. She used to think she could be like Michelle Pfeiffer in Dangerous Minds, showing up to work with sullen, violent teenagers and saving them from gang warfare simply by introducing them to the right poetry. She laughed now at how naïve she’d been back then, but of course you had to start out like that. You had to start out with the thought that you could make a difference to someone, or you’d never get out of bed. Now, though, she considered a placement successful if it lasted longer than six months and if the child left for some reason other than that they’d punched someone’s lights out or were about to be shut away in a young offenders’ institution.

         The front door was unlocked. She walked in and immediately she could feel it: the brutal tension in the atmosphere; the build-up; the appalling sense that something else awful was about to happen. They’d need to work with Lara straight away, get her therapist in (on Christmas Day?), stop the shock and fear from escalating to crisis.

         Clare and Gillian were in the kitchen, grey-faced and silent as they sat round the table. Their faces broke with relief as she entered, as though each of them were visibly handing over a burden. But Helen had no idea what to do with this. She’d never been trained in how to manage staff when a child in their care had been killed, never even dreamed such a thing would happen here, to her. This was the distant drama of television, of newspapers, social media. It wasn’t meant to be lived.

         She took off her coat and draped it over the back of a chair. ‘I’m so sorry for what you’re going through,’ she said. That was the way to deal with this for now. Kindness and support, not judgement, although of course she’d have to get to the bottom of it. Annie hadn’t been murdered in her bed. She’d obviously gone out at night when she wasn’t meant to leave the house unsupervised. The media would be all over this, dragging the home – and Helen, especially Helen – through the mud for failing to look after her.

         She said, ‘Where’s Lara?’

         It was Gillian who answered. ‘She was down here a while ago. She’s gone back to her room.’

         Helen nodded. ‘I’ll go and talk to her in a minute. Let me get you both some tea, and then I’ll need you to tell me what happened. Has Danny gone?’

         ‘He left about ten minutes ago.’

         ‘He should have waited. I feel like it ought to be my job, to identify the body.’

         Clare smiled weakly. ‘You know how macho he likes to be.’

         Helen went over to the worktop and flicked the kettle on. It was big, this kitchen, much bigger than the one she had at home. There was a range cooker, oak units, granite worktops, a table that could seat eight, an island where people could play card games or drink tea and chat. The message to these young people was meant to say, We believe you are worth this. Comfortable, homely surroundings and staff who cared – these were the foundations for healing and ambition. No one could move forwards with their lives if they were given only the starkest and cheapest the world had to offer.

         Helen filled a teapot, carried it to the table and sat down. ‘So,’ she said. ‘I know everyone is in shock. I am, too.’

         Gillian started crying.

         Helen went on, ‘And I know you are all desperate to get home. I know this. But if we can, we need to work together for the sake of Lara – and Hope when they release her, which presumably they will do at some point. I’ve thought this through and I can’t ask temporary staff to come in now and take over, not when we’re dealing with trauma. The girls need familiar faces. So I am asking each of you to please stay for the rest of your shift. It’s a big ask, I know it is, and if you can’t manage, I will step in and stay tonight…’

         Gillian said, ‘We have to stay, anyway. The police have said they’ll be back later to speak to us.’

         Of course. Helen wasn’t sure why she hadn’t thought of that. She nodded slowly. ‘Thank you.’ Then she added, ‘I won’t pretend I’ve ever dealt with anything like this before.’

         They looked at her sympathetically.

         She sighed heavily. ‘Can you tell me what happened?’

         Gillian was still crying, so Clare started: ‘It was just gone eleven this morning. The girls hadn’t surfaced from their rooms, so we decided to wake them. We both knocked several times on Hope and Annie’s doors, but their rooms were empty. We tried Lara. She was there. She was fine. But Hope and Annie were nowhere to be seen. Hope’s window was open and the latch was dangling, as if maybe they’d left that way.’

         It was possible, Helen thought. The house was built on the slope of a hill and even the upstairs rooms weren’t far from the ground.

         Clare went on: ‘Danny called the police. They took the details and a while later, two officers came round to say two girls had been found this morning in Meddleswater churchyard. One was dead. The other one was sitting next to her, howling and sobbing like a madwoman. Well, they didn’t say madwoman exactly, but…’

         ‘It’s OK. I know.’

         Hope. It would have been Hope crying like that. Her friend dead and all those awful, bitter memories of her sister resurfacing. It would send anyone mad. Fleetingly, Helen wondered how Hope was going to survive this. Surely there were limits to what a person could endure before life just went and destroyed them. But then, that was what Hope always said, with a shrug and a smile, as if it didn’t really matter: ‘I’m already dead on the inside. My soul is long gone. It’s in hell by now.’

         Helen pushed the thought away. There would be time enough to deal with Hope later. She turned her attention back to the present. ‘I want you to know,’ she said, ‘that I am not trying to apportion any blame here. Not at all. The only person responsible for this is the person who killed Annie. But I do need to know one thing: was Annie in bed when you shut the house down last night?’

         Claire and Gillian exchanged furtive glances. Neither of them looked at Helen.

         Clare said, ‘We didn’t do a check. It was late. The girls were all quiet. We assumed they’d gone to bed. There had been some arguing earlier. You know how they all hate Christmas. But things were calm, and we didn’t want to rock the boat by disturbing them.’

         Helen nodded. ‘OK.’ She wanted to bang their heads together for being so stupid, for being so bloody lazy. She knew that was the real reason no one had bothered checking. It was late and they wanted to go to bed. Perfectly understandable, of course, but children were harmed when their carers were lazy. She’d said it to staff so many times over the years.

         ‘We’ll have to be honest with the police,’ she said, ‘and tell them that. I don’t suppose it will make any difference. You should have checked, you know that, and the alarm could have been raised sooner, but you’re not the ones who’ve committed the crime here. Did the police say when they’d be back?’

         ‘Just later today.’

         ‘I suppose they’ll be wanting Annie’s files. I know they’re all in order, but I’m going to check. Oh, God…’

         Just for a moment, she lost her professional grip and sat with her head in her hands. No one came near her. She was meant to be in charge of this. The others were paid £13,000 a year. They needed her to take this burden away from them.

         ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Sorry. Obviously, we’ll have to keep a careful eye on Lara, but today you also need to take it easy. You have my permission to do whatever you need to get through it. Be discreet about it, but phone your families whenever you need to. Don’t do too much. If you really can’t cope, come and talk to me and we’ll see what we can do. Has anyone phoned higher management?’

         They all shook their heads. That would be her first job, then.

         She headed to her office at the front of the house, unlocked the safe and brought out Annie’s files: two bulging folders full of paperwork, an entire life reduced to nothing but notes from social workers and police officers. That was it. No education, no achievements to celebrate, no records of happy holidays, nothing at all that formed the stuff of most childhoods.

         She remembered a line from a police drama she’d watched on Netflix a few weeks ago: ‘Find out how the victim lived and you’ll find out how they died.’ The police were going to want all of this, she knew, because, most likely, somewhere in these files was the name of the person who’d done this.
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      It was a man who found us. He wasn’t local, but most people round here weren’t. In his statement, he said he’d come to the Lake District for Christmas with his new wife and grown-up children. It was the first Christmas he’d spent with his kids for years and he was happy, he said – the sort of happiness only a parent who’d never seen enough of his children could understand. I laughed at that as I spied on them. My mother had never seen enough of her children, but I’m not convinced she’d have described herself as happy to see me. Not after I turned her in to the police.
    

         
      They stayed up drinking. He’d gone to bed just after midnight and then woken too early, with a hungover wakefulness and a need for air, so he took the family dog and headed down to the lakeshore in the grey half-light of Christmas morning. It was quiet there, he said. The only people around were dog-walking holidaymakers like him. One or two of them wore Santa hats to mark the jollity of the day. Everyone smiled at each other as they passed and said ‘Merry Christmas’ to all these strangers bound by their desire to spend the festive period here, in this far-flung corner of England, where there was nothing to do but launch themselves into the hills and be shrouded in the peace of wild things.
    

         
      He said he’d seen no one sinister lurking in any shadows.
    

         
      On the shore of the lake stood a tiny church, the smallest church he’d ever seen. He had a dim knowledge from somewhere that this was where some poet or other was buried. Not Wordsworth, someone from around that time but less known. His urge to visit the grave was limited, but he knew the graveyard provided a short cut that took him back to the cottage on the other side of the village.
    

         
      It was half past eight and he was in a hurry now to get back. 
      
      Like so many who came to these parts, he’d underestimated how long a circuit of the lake would take. He quickened his pace, but the dog was slow. She plodded, burdened with age. He opened the gate to the churchyard and let the dog go first. There was no one around, apart from an old lady tending a grave. She took no notice of him as he passed her. He was a stranger, and as such a part of this place. The church itself was built for a time when the village had barely been inhabited. He found it hard to imagine the silence, the emptiness of it all back then, when just a few devout, impoverished souls had shared this rocky landscape.
    

         
      He moved towards the gate at the other side of the churchyard, but the dog had disappeared into the undergrowth beneath a yew tree. He called her name. She didn’t come. He called her again. She was lying on the ground now, her head resting against a mound of something he couldn’t quite make out.
    

         
      It was then that he heard it, the low of distress.
    

         
      The dog barked at him.
    

         
      She hadn’t found a rabbit, or a badger. She’d found a girl. She was sitting cross-legged on the ground, her head in her hands, sobbing deeply. In that moment, he came into a full understanding of that old hyperbole ‘crying your heart out’. It’s exactly what she was doing.
    

         
      Beside her, there was me: lying on my back in the dirt beneath the yew tree. He saw straight away that I was dead.
    

         
      His stomach lurched. He felt the heave of my parents’ loss, of the world’s loss. If only he knew…
    

         
      He didn’t know what to do, or what he should say to the crying girl, so he stepped away, then reached into his pocket for his mobile phone and called the police.
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         Hours, I’ve been in here. Strictly speaking, there ought to be someone with me. An Appropriate Adult, they call them, but they’re hard to come by on Christmas Day. Like solicitors. But I don’t need a solicitor. I just plan to stay silent. I learned silence from Lara. I’ve seen the power of it. Say nothing, and they’ll do you no harm.

         There are footsteps outside and the rattle of keys, but no one comes in. That huge metal slam of a custody door echoes from somewhere. I wonder who else is in here, today of all days. The expression makes me laugh. Today of all days. It’s the expression old people use, people like Helen. I can see her now, drinking a brew in the kitchen, exasperated. ‘Why did you have to run away/get arrested/kill your girlfriend, today of all days?’

         And I’d reply, ‘I loved her.’

         I wasn’t meant to love her. I’m not even meant to be capable of love with my background, and neither is she, but it turned out we both were. They don’t know anything really, the people who come up with these theories. They’re just idiots who think a few studies of a few kids with dark pasts will tell them everything they need to know about childhood and madness. What they don’t realise is that our histories have taught us nothing better than how to play with the truth. What they want are our hearts and minds, gifted to them on a plate. What we give them is a maze, something to throw them off track. No psychology textbook can ever contain the complexities of the fucked-up human mind. Never.

         I was there at the home first, before she came. They threw this other girl out for drinking, and I’d wanted them to send us a boy. I said to Helen, ‘Are they likely to send a boy next?’ I spoke differently in those days – proper posh I was, compared to how I am now. I hadn’t been long out of school, so I suppose that was why; although she taught me, of course. ‘You’ll get beaten up if you speak like that,’ she said.

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘Like that. All “if you don’t mind” and “sorry to bother you”. You need force. Show ’em you’re tough, or they’ll have you.’

         Anyway, Helen said no, there’d be no boy. It was a girls-only home. I didn’t think much of girls, back then. Their big, bitchy mouths and their tedious self-harming. They all seemed to have their secret stash of razor blades and nails, to drive into their arms whenever the memories got too tough. That other one made me watch it – the crimson bloodfall from her skin to the floor and the sharp, sweet pain of it all, up to her neck in hate.

         Boys were easier. You’d never find a boy standing in the bathroom, splashing pretty red drops of his soul all over the tiles. Never. Boys were just plagues of fists and boots, turning their anger outward, on each other. Of course, you had to be careful because some of them wouldn’t think twice about knocking you around too, if you got on the wrong side of them. The trick was to find the ones who’d never hit a girl, and who’d lay into any other boy if he did. They were the ones to surround yourself with.

         Besides, I was nearly fifteen and I’d never shagged anyone. It was about time.

         I still haven’t shagged a boy. I probably never will, not now.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         I’m lying on this blue mat, thinking of the day we met. I’d been at the home three months by then, and Helen brought her into the lounge and introduced us. I was deep into my third hour of Gogglebox and barely looked up. I was still annoyed she wasn’t a boy.

         She planted herself in front of the screen, forcing me to look at her. ‘Is this another shit heap,’ she asked, ‘or is it alright?’

         I couldn’t help smiling then. ‘It’s alright,’ I said. ‘Anywhere that lets you watch three hours of Gogglebox instead of revising for your GCSEs has to be OK.’

         She looked at me blankly. ‘You’re doing GCSEs?’ she asked. ‘You must be really brainy.’

         ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I’m a genius. My teachers always said that. Miss Cox. Genius.’

         She looked at me in disbelief. ‘What did you say your surname is?’

         ‘Cox.’

         ‘Cocks?’

         ‘C-O-X.’

         ‘Oh,’ she said, and sat down. ‘I thought you meant dicks.’

         ‘I meant apples,’ I said, not moving my eyes from the screen.

         ‘I suppose they taste better.’

         ‘I suppose they do,’ I said, pretending I wasn’t shocked, pretending I knew all the things she knew about, even though we were only fifteen and shouldn’t have known any of it.

         She was quiet for a moment, then said, ‘Bollocks being a kid in care, isn’t it?’

         ‘Yep.’

         ‘Why are you here?’

         ‘Because my mum’s mental. Why are you here?’

         ‘Because my mum’s mental, too.’

         And that was how we started – the first glimmer of the connection that was going to light our worlds and then pull us down.
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        Helen
      

         

         Helen was writing lists. If anyone asked her why she was doing this or what their purpose was, she wouldn’t have had an entirely clear answer for them, other than that she needed to be doing something and so she was sitting at her desk, anticipating questions from the police, trying to build coherent answers.

         
      Why were Annie and Hope out alone in a threatening landscape at night?
    

         1 They were young, reckless girls with no idea of how to keep themselves safe, and in Hope’s case, no real desire to stay safe. She took deliberate risks and didn’t care what happened to her.

         2 They were in love, which was forbidden, and they were always looking for ways to be alone together.

         
      Did Annie have any enemies?
    

         1. None, that Helen knew of, although…

         2. …there were some issues surrounding her mother.

         
      Is it possible anyone from Hope’s life might have wanted to see Annie dead?
    

         1 Once you brought Hope into it, a whole new can of worms opened.

         2 Hope had two main enemies: her mother and Ace Clarke. Her mother was behind bars and blamed Hope for turning her in. She’d made it very clear she wanted revenge.

         3 Ace Clarke was someone Hope had always struggled to break away from, even though she knew he was bad for her. He was a dangerous, violent man – although he could be charming – and it wasn’t impossible to think of him taking revenge on behalf of Hope’s mother, who he claimed to love. He, too, had been angry when Hope betrayed her mother.

         4 It was possible – maybe, if you were considering all possibilities – that instead of killing Hope, which would have been too obvious after everything that had already happened, Ace had gone for Annie instead. Kill that which was most dear to Hope and in doing so, ruin her life.

         
      Who would you say were the main suspects in Annie’s death?
    

         1 Someone connected with her mother.

         2 Ace Clarke.

         3 Annie herself (???).

         
             

         

         She put down the pen with a sigh. This was, of course, all nothing but crazy speculation. In reality, Helen didn’t have a clue who could have killed Annie. She was just desperate to straighten out the jumble in her head, the stories of both girls’ lives that were now playing endlessly through her mind.

         She wished she could lock the office door, unplug the phone and turn off the wifi. The interruptions were endless and made it impossible to concentrate. Calls kept coming in from the off-duty management team. Everyone had a view on what might have happened. That was the trouble, Helen thought. It gave everyone a rush of adrenaline that went straight to their heads and exposed the fact that they all thrived on a good drama. Of course, the sudden death of a fifteen-year-old girl was tragic – unbearably so – but in among the shock and grief lurked that secret, shameful pleasure. They couldn’t help but feed on it, think the unthinkable thoughts, spiral downwards into crazy speculation and lose any grip on the possible truth.

         Danny still wasn’t back from identifying the body, but she knew he’d be a wreck when he walked through the door. No one was paid enough for this. Helen sighed and wished she still smoked. She’d love a cigarette right now, would love to draw on it deeply, feel the nicotine hit on her throat, the smoke in her lungs, the cloudy-grey taste of tobacco on her tongue. Instead, she reached for a can of Coke from the mini fridge beside the desk and snapped it open. The cold, black fizz of it wasn’t as good as a fag, but it hit the spots that needed hitting.

         She’d put each one of the girls’ files in order, made sure not a single piece of paperwork was missing or in the wrong place. The police would be here soon, ready to examine them all minutely, to mine the stories and find a motive that could be matched with the DNA on Annie’s body. At least, she assumed that was how it worked. Find the DNA, find the motive, nail the bastard. It was how they did it on Netflix.

         Annie’s case was an odd one, though. Her past had never been violent, just unstable. If it had been Hope who’d died, her file would have been filled with potential suspects: her murderous mother; Ace Clarke; any number of wastrels from where she’d grown up. But there was no one obvious who’d want to harm Annie. She’d been Helen’s most hopeful case so far. She was bright and easy enough to get along with. Her foster placements should never have fallen apart. It was that bloody disease that always wrecked things, but she seemed to have recovered from that, although no one could ever be sure. Annie was good at hiding the symptoms and she’d never have trusted anyone enough to ask for help, not even Danny.

         Helen sighed, and looked at the files again. She felt compelled to keep leafing through them. She’d thought Hope would make an enemy of Annie when they first met, but the opposite was true. And yet, Hope was there by the body, which made her the only obvious suspect. Helen needed to grab hold of something, something she could give the police to show them that although Hope had problems and a foul mouth, she also had a huge heart.

         She wasn’t capable of hurting anyone, especially not Annie. The girls were in love. But then, that created a whole other issue.

      

   






   
      
         
            13

         

         Twenty-one hours they’ve got left, to either arrest me or let me go. I’m still lying here on this old stone bed, but now I’m staring up at the CCTV camera on the ceiling, wondering who’s watching me. Are men allowed to watch live TV images of banged-up girls, or is there a women-only rule? If they leave me here much longer, I’m going to flash my arse at them. It’s what she’d have done, and I’ve already decided I need to live out the rest of my life in her honour: to be tough and use nothing but the f-word, and never speak the truth to anyone.

         I tried to sleep a while ago, but the nick is noisy. Banging, voices, footsteps, echoes. It never stops. I should do them for breaching my right to rest. It’s the only escape I have. When I’m awake, every moment is strewn with her image. I want to close my eyes and drift far away from here before being forced awake to face the cleft in my heart and the deep loss of her.

         Sometimes, I think I sound a lot like a poet. I used to pay attention in English. I quite liked it. But then it all just started to seem a bit mad and irrelevant, after everything that happened. I couldn’t really be dealing with fairies in Shakespeare and what they meant, when my mother was insane.

         Anyway, because I can’t sleep, I’ve been memorising the writing painted on the walls. It’s high up, so you have to crane your neck to see, and is in bold black writing that’s far from friendly looking, despite the caring words.

         
            Drug/alcohol problems? Want fast-tracking for treatment?

            Drugs/alcohol referral workers operate in this station.

            Ask to speak to one in confidence.

         

         I quite like the way they’ve used ‘operate’, as if they’re giving a warning like the ones you get on the underground about criminals. Pickpockets operate in this area. People who can help you operate in these cells. Maybe it’s to put you off using them. They probably cost a lot, and I reckon most people in these places have already drained the taxpayer of thousands. It’s easier to let us die.

         If I lie back in a certain position and kind of slump against the wall, I can look through the letterbox in the door and out into the corridor. It’s not really a letterbox, obviously. People in custody aren’t allowed visitors, so they’re probably not allowed letters, either. It’s just there so the pigs can come and speak to you without having to get too close and be contaminated by your criminal ways.

         There’s not a lot to see – a few pairs of black-uniformed legs swaggering by, some arms held together with handcuffs, a person and a mop now and then … nothing much. But it’s something to focus on.

         Then suddenly the footsteps in the corridor stop outside my cell and the door swings slowly open. A bloke officer from earlier is standing there, looking triumphant and ripe for a row. Beside him is Gillian from the home. She stares at me for a moment, then looks down at the floor, as if she can’t really bear the sight of me.

         ‘Right, young lady,’ the pig says. ‘We’re ready to interview you again now. You know Gillian here. She’s going to act as your appropriate adult.’

         Bollocks.

         Gillian.

         She’s totally going to do me in. They could have ordered me a stranger.

         He leads me down the corridor of cells and back out to the brightness of reception, then along to the interview room we’d been in before. They’ve tidied up since I trashed it.

         The female cop is waiting there. She looks at me, but doesn’t smile. She thinks I’m a waste of space. Fuck you, my eyes say.

         ‘Sit down,’ the bloke orders.

         I do as I’m told. The sofa is an improvement on the stone bed, and at least there’s a window in here, but it only has a view of the station yard, where the police cars are parked. I’d much rather have a view of the town. It’s been months since I saw any normal people, going about their normal lives, but I suppose investigations like this have to be performed in secret, away from the prying eyes of nosy bastards.

         There’s a tape recorder on the coffee table. The woman flicks it on. ‘Tape recorder running.’

         The bloke leans back in his chair and looks at me like he’s got one over on me.

         ‘Now,’ he says, ‘how about we begin at the beginning, and you start by telling us your name? Your real name.’
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        Helen
      

         

         Oh, dear God.

         It was Hope, not Annie, who was dead.

         Danny had come back from the mortuary, ashen-faced and shaking. ‘It’s Hope,’ he said. ‘It’s her body. It wasn’t Annie.’

         ‘What?’

         He shook his head. ‘I don’t know what’s gone on. At first, I thought maybe they’d both died, but then I remembered that policeman saying Annie wasn’t co-operating. Maybe she gave them the wrong name, just to mess things up a bit. Her idea of a dark bit of fun.’

         ‘It is the sort of thing she’d do,’ Helen agreed. For a moment, she lost herself in images of Annie at the station, cocky and rude, with no real grasp of the seriousness of lying to the police, or the consequences of it. She sat with her elbows on the desk and leaned her head against her hands. ‘Oh, Annie. You bloody idiot.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘How … What did Hope look like?’

         Danny sighed deeply. ‘Peaceful,’ he said. ‘She looked peaceful. Despite everything.’

         Helen nodded. ‘Peaceful,’ she repeated. ‘I suppose that’s something. Maybe it’s the first time…’ She stopped herself. She’d been going to say it was the first time in Hope’s life she’d been at peace, but of course, Hope was dead. Murdered. There was nothing peaceful about it, and even Helen, who knew all Hope’s grievous history, couldn’t make herself believe the killer had done her a favour by forcing this peace upon her.

         Helen had hoped – naïvely, she now realised – that there was a chance of both girls achieving some kind of peace when they met. It was unusual for the children she encountered here to ever form any kind of decent friendships. Instead, they just lived alongside each other, guarded, tolerating one another at arm’s length. But there’d been a connection between Hope and Annie, perhaps because Annie’s past, though difficult, hadn’t been so awful that she’d completely barricaded her heart with awful, primitive defences. And Hope … Well, Hope was just desperate. For acceptance, love, anything at all.

         She should have known how quickly it would all get out of hand.

         ‘What happens to the body now?’ she asked Danny.

         ‘They said the forensics team will set to work on her. Find out how she died. Find clues. DNA. That kind of thing.’

         Helen nodded slowly, taking it in. ‘OK. So I suppose we’ll have to arrange the funeral. I don’t know if we even have a budget for that. It’s going to be horribly small if we do.’

         She was trying not to let her mind drift to Ace Clarke. The pimp in shining armour. The very thought of him turned Helen’s stomach.

         Everything had changed, now it was Hope who’d been killed. There was an urgency to it all that she hadn’t felt when they’d said it was Annie.

         She said, ‘The police phoned while you were out. They needed someone to act as an appropriate adult, so I sent Gillian. I thought she needed something to keep her busy, but she didn’t know it was Annie she’d be seeing there, unless the police had already found out and told her beforehand. God, what a shock it’ll be.’ Helen almost laughed. ‘Enough to make someone question their sanity. But then, I suppose that’s what Annie’s after – to mess with people’s heads and confuse everything.’

         ‘I suppose so,’ Danny agreed. He paused for a moment, twisting his fingers together nervously, then said, ‘You don’t think Annie…’

         ‘No, I don’t,’ Helen said abruptly. ‘Absolutely not.’

         Danny nodded. ‘I know. She loved her, but the friendship was so—’

         ‘It wasn’t a friendship, Danny. It was a relationship. We’ll probably face investigation as to how we allowed it to carry on without separating them. Fortunately, it’s all logged. But I don’t believe Annie has it in her to kill anyone, let alone Hope. I believe that even more fervently than I believed Hope would never have killed Annie. They’re troubled girls, yes, and if anyone who doesn’t know them hears about their history or listens to them talk for five minutes, it’s very easy to point the finger, but I am certain neither one of them is a killer. They’re good girls at heart, Danny, and capable of the most tender love. You know that.’

         ‘Tender.’ Danny seized on her word and repeated it. ‘I’m not sure I’d have called it tender. Passionate, perhaps. Obsessive, certainly. Not tender.’

         ‘But for them, it was real.’

         ‘And forbidden.’

         Forbidden. Of course it was forbidden. Children’s homes weren’t meant to be places where young people developed underage romantic attachments. They were meant to be places of care and safety, and possibly, at their very best, healing. It was why they only had single-sex homes – to prevent the complications of attraction, which were almost always damaging and disastrous at this age, for these kids. They hadn’t ever considered the possibility of a same-sex romance blossoming between the girls.

         ‘God, your generation are all so hetero-assumptive,’ Chloe had said, when Helen mentioned it at home over dinner one evening. ‘Honestly, all this stuff about single-sex schools because girls do better when they’re not distracted by boys. But what if – just what if – they’re gay? No one considers that. These designers of society really need to get themselves up to date.’

         Her daughter was so right-on. But she had a point.

         Now she said, ‘It was forbidden, yes. But I don’t think that…’ She paused, not sure what Danny had been getting at. ‘Do you?’

         He shrugged. ‘I don’t know. It’s wrong to speculate. We don’t know what the evidence is. But I just wonder if they’d been trying to run away so they could be together, and it all just went wrong. It can’t have been murder. Not by Annie. If Annie had killed her, she’d have fled the scene.’

         ‘I would put all my money – which I admit isn’t much – on Annie not having killed her. It was an accident. Or Ace Clarke somehow wormed his way back into her life. Or her mother…’

         ‘There’s not a lot her mother could do from her prison cell.’

         Helen sighed, frustrated and impatient with the endless possibilities they could dream up about why a fifteen-year-old girl in their care was now lying on a slab in a hospital mortuary, waiting for a forensics team to examine her.

         Danny sighed hesitantly. Then he said, ‘Hope told me something last night, about Annie and her mother. At the time, my instinct was not to believe it, just write it off as a ridiculous story she invented after they’d had one of their crazy arguments. But now I’m not so sure…’

         ‘Then you’d better sit down and tell me what it was.’
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         Two pm. She’s been dead fourteen hours, more or less. I want to hit rewind on our lives and take us back, not just to yesterday but months back, to the day we first met. Maybe we could do it differently this time, slow things down so the connection between us doesn’t drive her mad. That was the trouble. Once she met me and started talking, all that buried history came rushing out, so fast she hardly knew what to do with it. It’s her biography that killed her, not me.

         I don’t blame her. I just wish there could have been another way, because I don’t see how I can get through the rest of my life like this. I’m only fifteen, and I knew her for just six months. What will it be like, twenty years from now? Will I still be able to recall her face and hear her voice in my head, or will time have blurred everything so all I’ll have by then is this endless ache and no memories to make any sense of it?

         Earlier, I thought maybe I should pretend she’s not dead, that she’s just gone away and will walk back through the door any minute, the way my mother used to whenever she went missing. But here’s a fact: I’d rather my mother were dead than Hope. If I could slide my mother on to a shelf at the mortuary and bring Hope home instead, I’d do it. Sometimes, I think I’d even bring Hope home dead, have her embalmed, keep her sleeping beside me so I’ll never have to face that hollow space in the bed.

         Can you marry someone after they’ve died? I’ll have to ask Helen. She’ll know.

         The trouble is, they’re all pissed off with me. I don’t mean they’re a little bit annoyed. I mean I lied to the police, and they’re completely mental about it. I could tell by the look on Gillian’s face the minute she saw me here and realised I wasn’t Hope.

         ‘Do you know how serious this is, Annie?’ she asked, later.

         I shrugged. Of course I knew, but I was not myself. It’s these clothes that do it. They took mine off me because they were cold and wet. They had to seize them and send them to forensics, I suppose, to find the evidence that I killed her. But the ones they gave me instead make me feel like someone else completely. Like my mother, or something. She’d have given the police shit as well. But she’s mad and wouldn’t have been able to help it.

         ‘I know you’re frightened,’ Gillian continued, ‘but trying to cover it with a tough front won’t get you anywhere. The best you can do is be polite and answer their questions truthfully. It will all be OK. If you did nothing wrong and you tell the truth, then nothing bad can happen.’

         That, for a start, was bollocks. I looked at her. ‘What are you, Gill? A fucking Sunday school teacher? Only a child would think like that. Or an idiot. Only an idiot would think the world is fair. It’s not fair. It’s shit. It’s always been shit.’

         Gillian went quiet then. There wasn’t much she could say to that. We both knew it was true. If the world was fair, Hope would still be here and our entire lives would have been different.
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         ‘So,’ the detective says, leaning forwards in his chair, in love with his power. ‘Tell me what you were doing last night, the twenty-fourth of December, between the hours of seven pm and twelve am.’

         I keep my gaze on the floor. ‘No comment,’ I say.

         I’ve seen people do this on TV. It keeps you out of trouble until they come to their senses and un-arrest you.

         ‘When is the last time you saw Hope Lacey?’

         ‘No comment.’

         ‘How would you describe your relationship with Hope Lacey?’

         ‘No comment.’

         ‘Did Hope have any enemies that you knew of?’

         ‘No comment.’

         And so we go on, for ages and ages, until in the end they get sick of me suddenly and the woman blurts out, as if she can no longer control her rage, ‘Are you aware how serious it is that your friend is dead and you were the only person to be found near her body?’

         I look at her then, sharp as anything. ‘Yes,’ I say. ‘Yes, I’m aware of it.’

         And I don’t know why, but I start laughing. I’m not even sure where it comes from, this laughter, and once I’ve started, I can’t stop. I throw my head back and howl, and I’m aware of everyone looking at me, all of them thinking I’m mental and a murderer, but there’s no end to it. It’s like the first time I ever smoked a spliff, and my mouth was out of control and my face ached, but nothing really was funny at all.

         Gillian looks embarrassed. ‘I’m sorry,’ she says. ‘Strong emotion … It does this to people…’

         The police are unimpressed. I suppose I can’t really blame them. Only murderers would find murder funny.
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         She’s lost it. God, she’s completely lost it, and I want to slap her. She didn’t have to stay silent. There is so much she could have told them: Ace, the baby, Lara…

         She could use this as a chance to get Ace put away forever. It’s what she always wanted and I have to admit, I wouldn’t mind it either.

         I want to say, What are you playing at, Annie? You’re losing this. Can’t you see you’re losing this? But I have to remind myself she’s in agony. I can feel it from here. I’m torn between wanting to drive her mad and wanting to lie down beside her now and wrap her up in me, the way I used to and never will again.
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         The police are angry with her, and so is Gillian. Gillian started out by telling the officers she knew Annie well and there wasn’t a chance in the world she was capable of murder. She told Annie she was on her side and would be supporting her every step of the way. Now, though, she looks disgusted.

         They’ve ended the interview and dispersed for coffee. Another officer is leading Annie back to her cell, although with all the pathologists in the country probably busy slicing into their Christmas turkeys about now, they think they’ll have to bail her until after the post-mortem. Despite all their most patient and compassionate attempts to engage her, Annie hasn’t said a word about how I ended up dead on the ground beside her, or who else had been around to see it. She said she had no need of a solicitor, but was holding fast to her right to silence. Muzna, the policewoman, isn’t sure of the   reasoning behind either of these decisions, and suspects Annie Cox either has no idea of the extent of the trouble she’s in, or is simply messing around, on purpose, to delay the investigation. Both, probably.

         Muzna sits on the swivel chair in her office, pours lukewarm coffee from her flask – it’s better than the crap from the canteen, even cold – and gives her colleague the lowdown. ‘I’m very wary of this suspect,’ she says. ‘Her appropriate adult says she’s known her for six months and she wouldn’t hurt anyone, despite her tough talk. I’m not so sure. She strikes me as a callous piece of work. Her answer to every question we asked her in there was silence, except when the DCI asked if she realised how serious it was that her little mate was dead. At that point, she laughed. Laughed as though the whole charade was nothing more than a hilarious joke.’

         Emma, the inexperienced young colleague, says, ‘Strong emotions and stressful situations can do that to a person, though. It’s not necessarily evidence of guilt.’

         ‘I don’t want to let this one get away without a fight. It’s not going to be an easy case to prove. It looks as though the victim drowned, so any DNA evidence is going to be hard to come by. Most of it will have been washed away. The post-mortem will show whether those cuts and bruises we saw on the body indicate a struggle or whether it was accidental. We’ll need to speak to the people who work at the home, find out about the victim’s past. If she was murdered, it will almost certainly have been by someone who knew her. It always is.’

         Emma nods. Then she says, ‘But we don’t know for sure that we’re dealing with a murder investigation.’

         ‘Not for sure, no. But it looks likely to me. And our young suspect is almost certainly at the heart of it, in some way or another.’

         Oh, Annie. You bloody idiot.
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          Lara’s in her room again, hoping the police won’t want her story about what happened that night. She can’t face it – the endless drawings she’ll have to do for them, the acting-out of events with toys she’s too old for. At the moment, her mind is filled with the memory of her mother and the baby on the sofa. They’ve been there for hours. Hours and hours, it feels like, while Lara watches CBeebies. If she could understand what she’s seeing, Lara would know the baby is visibly draining her mother’s energy, leaving her entirely empty, extinguishing even the embers that might one day spark back into happiness.

         Her mother leans her head back against the cushions, closes her eyes and sinks into sleep. Lara, because she is only six now, has no notion of the depth of this exhaustion, how it is bone deep and how her mother will flip if anyone comes near her with a demand that puts an end to this brief respite before the night comes round to drain her again.

         Lara manoeuvres her way round the baby and pats her mother’s head. ‘Mummy?’ she says. She wants a snack, and some attention.

         Her mother jerks forwards. ‘What? What? Get off me! Get off!’

         Lara stares at her.

         Her mother shakes herself back. ‘Sorry,’ she says. ‘It’s after seven. You need to go to bed.’

         ‘But—’

         ‘I don’t know where your father is. He said he’d be home early and I can’t do this without him. I can’t do it.’ She tugs at her hair. ‘He’s a bastard, Lara. A bastard, leaving me alone all day with this, and no car to go out in. Please turn the TV off. I can’t handle any more of that godawful singing.’

         Lara does as she’s been told, but then the baby wakes up and starts to cry. Lara’s mother puts her hands over her ears and goes on sitting there.

         Lara takes herself to her room and locks the door, even though she isn’t meant to. The bolt was there when they moved in, and her father keeps saying he’s going to take it off, but there is always so much else to do. 

         There’s arguing downstairs again. She has no idea who started it. Her dad came home drunk and her mother was furious.

         ‘Just give me a break,’ she hears him say. ‘I’m putting in a sixty-hour week because that’s the way to the big promotion, that I have to get because nothing is ever enough for you. Let me have a pint after work, for God’s sake.’ Then he falls quiet while her mother rages, and the next thing Lara hears him say is, ‘I hate coming home. I can’t bear it.’

         It sounds as if he is crying.

         There is the usual banging then, and more shouting, and the clap of a hand coming down against skin.

         Someone declares they’ve had enough. She can’t remember who, but surely it must have been her father. There is a rush of footsteps on the stairs, then her bedroom door handle shakes violently, and there’s the sound of her father’s bellowing voice, ‘Open the door, Lara!’

         But she doesn’t. She sits quietly on her bed and covers her ears, the way her mother did earlier to escape the noise of the baby.

         He starts to kick. The wood fractures and splinters. Lara holds her breath and rolls into a ball and hopes he will never be able to see her.
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         I’m out. They bailed me on the grounds that they can’t do anything until after the post-mortem, and no one can carry that out till the festive season’s over. It took them ages, though. Interviews, a stern talking-to by some important-looking officer who took great delight in telling me he was a sergeant, as if he expected me to be impressed or intimidated. I wasn’t. Anyone who gets a boner from forcing people to obey all the tedious rules of life is not someone I’m going to be impressed by. Not ever … And he does get a boner from it. I could tell from his face.

         Then they read me the conditions of my bail, which were mostly that I’m not allowed to set foot out of the home till they call me back to the nick. Any attempt at flight and I’ll be returned to that cell quick as anything. Not that there’s anywhere for me to fly to.

         Gillian’s driving us back to the home in silence. She looks as though she’s seen as much of me as she can handle today. It’s the laughter that did it, but I hadn’t meant to laugh. I loved her. And now I’ve got to face my whole life with her gone, and I don’t think I can. It’s the feeling you get if you’re on top of a cliff looking down at the sea below – your stomach sways and you think you’re falling over the edge to the bottom, when really you’re just standing there, going nowhere, wishing you could be anywhere but here. That’s how I feel when I think of the rest of my life now. It’s the sickness of vertigo.

         Gillian takes the turning at the bridge by Clappersgate, and we wind along the road towards Great Langdale, past the mad evening walkers still hanging round the shores of Elterwater. Outside, dusk is falling thick and cold, the lake still and black beneath the dark contours of the mountains; and above it all, half hidden in smoke-grey cloud, a full winter moon casts its faint glow over the water.

         Finally, Gillian speaks, her eyes fixed on the road ahead. ‘You aren’t helping yourself, Annie, when you behave the way you did in the police station.’

         I say nothing. She’s right, of course.

         ‘You’re not a bad girl, Annie. Not at all. And no one at Hillfoot believes for a minute that you…’ She stumbles over the words, as if they’re too much for her. ‘…That you had anything to do with Hope’s death. But when you give a false name and mess around and don’t co-operate, it gives a very bad impression and makes you look like a suspect. They’re the police, Annie. They have power. They can make your life very difficult if you don’t work with them.’

         I know this. I’m an idiot. I don’t know what came over me earlier.

         I think I’d quite like to die.
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         The house, when we get there, looks just the same. The same lights are glowing at the windows, the same dark fells surround it, smoke rises from the same chimney. But I know that when I step inside, she won’t be there. She won’t be there and she never will be again, and as I walk through the front door, it feels like I’m falling to the bottom of a vast, empty well.

         Helen is in the kitchen. I know she isn’t meant to be. She’s meant to be at home with her kids. I suppose they called her in after they realised we were missing, or after the cops had come round to say one of us was dead.

         She takes one look at me and her whole face collapses into an expression of sympathy like I’ve never seen before. And then suddenly her arms are around me, like a mother’s round a child, and I’m crying and crying, which isn’t what I’d planned to do at all.

         When she releases me, my face is wet with tears and snot. She reaches for the box of tissues on the worktop and hands me the whole thing.

         ‘Are you hungry, love?’ she asks. ‘We haven’t had much of a Christmas dinner, but there’s some cake. I can cut you a slice if you want, make a brew if you want to talk.’

         My world is going to cave in if she carries on like this, with this godawful kindness, so I say, ‘Shouldn’t you be at home? Why don’t you bugger off?’

         ‘I’ve got time.’

         I shake my head. ‘I’m tired,’ I tell her. ‘I just want to go to my room.’

         I take myself away from her.
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         Upstairs, Hope’s room pulls me towards it. It’s opposite mine, and the door is firmly closed. Apparently, the police were in there earlier, searching for clues, taking away anything they thought might be useful: her iPad; that one letter from her mum; whatever they could lay their hands on, I suppose.

         I ease the handle down and push the door open, half expecting to see her sitting up in bed, smiling at me in that way she had, then patting the covers so I’ll walk over and sit beside her, lean my head on her shoulder…

         The room is empty, of course, and exactly as she’d left it last night: a black sheet pinned to the window frame; her clothes all over the floor, the wardrobe door still flung open; the bed unmade. I stare at the black lace throw she’d spread over the duvet, and my mind floods with images of the long days and nights we’d spent there, our limbs tangled together so you could barely make out which body belonged to who.

         I shut the door, crawl into bed and wrap myself up in the smell of her.
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         I barely sleep. All night, I see her but know that I am dreaming. She’s lying there beneath me, blonde hair spread over the pillow, her face wide with pleasure, the white arc of her stomach against mine. We are skin on skin, a tangle of limbs, pure as angels even though everyone says it is wrong and we shouldn’t be doing this. They know nothing about us, nothing about love.

         Then suddenly, from nowhere, she is surrounded by water, dragging her under, away from me. I reach out my hand to pull her back, but she’s sinking, further and further. ‘Come with me,’ she says. ‘You said you’d come with me.’ And the look on her face as the black water covers her is one of absolute betrayal.

         I wake up sobbing. She is gone. Again and again, she is gone.
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         I can’t keep it up, watching her suffer like this. I try telling myself she deserves it, that she made a sacrifice of me for nothing and still isn’t doing anything to put it right, but anger is hard when I can see how much pain she’s in. I don’t know how she’ll ever get over this, or how she’ll face the world alone without me. That’s it now, for Annie. She’s not yet sixteen years old and all the love of her life is behind her.

         She’s clever, though. Maybe she’ll turn to that instead.

         I watch her for a while, crying in my bed.

         I love you, I whisper, but I don’t think she hears.
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         In the morning, Annie is still crying and in the room next door, I can see Lara listening to her weep. Another Christmas over, and she isn’t sure whether it’s been the worst one of her life or not. All she really knows is that she has the old, empty feeling inside her again, and also that she doesn’t want any of it – the crying, the anger, the drama – coming anywhere near her.

         The sky has hardly been out for weeks. It’s been hidden by a thick sway of white cloud that rolls low on the fells, shutting out the sun and keeping the days dark. Lara sits at her window and looks out over the winter landscape: the white peaks and deep-brown drop of the fells; the waterfalls, frozen into silence; fields stiffened with frost. On the stone path just below her room, a pheasant jerks its way towards the hedgerows. Instantly, Lara is transported to the last day she’d ever spent alone with her father, when she was six years old and he’d taken her shooting. He used to love shooting pheasants. For weeks afterwards, they’d hang upside-down in the small room off the kitchen, and sometimes Lara would creep inside and stare at the brown-feathered creatures, slowly rotting at the neck. She’d breathe in the muscular scent of them and wonder why her father wanted to kill them, instead of just letting them fly.

         ‘I’ll show you,’ he’d said. ‘I’ll show you why.’ And he bundled her into her bright-yellow jacket and took her out over the fields to the woods with his friends, where they stood for ages in the cold while the men battered the heather to make the birds fly over their heads and her father aimed his rifle and shot them out of the sky.

         ‘There,’ he said triumphantly, but Lara still didn’t get it.

         ‘You’re cruel,’ she said, looking at the beautiful dead birds dangling from her father’s hand.

         ‘You won’t be saying that when you eat it,’ he told her, smiling down at her and ruffling her hair.

         ‘I’m not eating it.’

         They walked home together slowly. Her father took Lara’s hand in his and after a while he said, ‘I’m sorry I frightened you the other night.’

         He was talking about kicking her door when he’d been drunk.

         ‘I was afraid your mother was going to hurt you, and I wanted to get to you first.’

         Lara nodded. She was afraid of her mother, but she was scared of him, too, when he carried on like that. On his face now was a deep gash that he’d covered in gauze and tape; her mother had hurled herself at him yesterday and run her keys down his face. He’d made a movement towards her, but she’d sneered at him and said, ‘Lay one finger on me and I’ll call the police and tell them you beat me. You’ll lose everything. Me, the kids, everything…’

         He’d slumped in the armchair then and sat for a long time with his head in his hands.

         Now, he tightened his grip on Lara’s hand and said, ‘We’ll get away from her, Lara. I promise you that. As soon as we can.’
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          Lara always knew about us. She knew we slept in the same room together almost every night, and often she’d sit at her window and watch us as we disappeared hand in hand, away over the fells to some secluded spot where we could be alone, without staff trying to separate us, or stop us even from touching.

         ‘Underage sex is underage sex, girls,’ Helen would say. ‘Our job is to protect you. You will sleep in your own rooms at night, and you are not to be together during the day without adult supervision.’

         We took no notice, though. We just ran away and spent whole days in places only we knew about, while Helen and Danny anxiously discussed how to put a stop to it.

         Lara also knew that I was pregnant. She wasn’t stupid. She knew how it would have happened, and that it had nothing to do with Annie.

         None of the staff knew about the pregnancy. I kept it hidden, and was hardly showing at all. It was only when I lifted my clothes that you could see it – the gentle rise of a baby beneath my skin.

         Lara wasn’t supposed to know, of course. She only found out because when Annie and I had run off one day, she’d gone into my room and rummaged through the box where I kept all the things I didn’t want anyone else to find, like letters and condoms and money. She’d come across the scan photos: six grainy white images against a black background, all head and enormous feet. At the top it said, in small white writing: ‘Lancaster Infirmary. Hope Lacey. 19 weeks’.

         She stole them. I know she did because I found them a few days later when I went looking for them. She was weird, and therefore my first suspect. In her room, right at the top of her wardrobe, there was an old rag doll with a long, jagged cut down its front that had been taped back up, as if this were the remains of some gruesome infant murder. I peeled the tape off and put my hand inside the baggy, stuffing-less belly of the doll. And there they were, the pictures from my scan.

         There was no point confronting her. What would she say? Nothing at all. She’d just fix me with that empty stare, and the eyes that always seemed to say, Help me.
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         The police are on the phone. Helen’s talking to them and I’m pretty sure they’ll be coming back to nick me, or maybe they trust Helen or some other member of staff to drive me to the station because really, officially, they’re all One of Them – authorities, the social, the law. They’re all the same. Except they’re not the same. Helen’s on my side, I know that. She always is.

         So now I’m moving the furniture around. I covered the blood up with the rug at first, but it’s not enough. I need to put something heavy over it, something no one will bother to move if they come in to clean – although really, I’m meant to clean this room myself. I ought to have nothing to worry about, but you can’t trust the police. They’ll arrest anyone, just to make it look like they’ve got a handle on things so the public don’t start having crazy protest marches, blocking off the traffic and holding up banners with stuff like ‘Find Hope’s Killer’ written on them. I’m not taking any chances.

         I leave the rug where it is and hoist the desk on top of it as an extra layer of protection. Afterwards, I sit on the bed, out of breath and anxious, and stare at this new arrangement. It’s obvious, I think. It looks like I’m deliberately hiding something. But I don’t know what else to do.

         Tell them. Tell them about Ace.

         My eyes dart around the room. Out loud, I say, ‘Where are you?’ because I can hear her and feel her as clearly as if she were here beside me.

         There is only silence.

         I tell myself she’s dead. It’s been three days since I last held her hand, or felt the sweet brush of her lips against mine. Just three days, and already this ache of longing for her is enough to stop my breath. It suffocates me, like panic. I haven’t got it in me now to go to the police station again and face all those questions and accusations. I just want to lie here in my darkened room and remember her until she appears again.

         Perhaps I am going mad, I think. Perhaps I am going mad like my mother.
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         If death were a person, it would look like Hope. That was the first thing I thought when I met her – that she was spectral, mysterious, not part of this world. She did it deliberately. She powdered her face white and wore nothing but black: long, whispering skirts, lace tops, velvet dresses, boots, hats, chokers … The only colour was in her hair. She never dyed it and it fell naturally in blonde waves all the way to her waist.

         She carried about her the aura of a squandered angel.

         I suppose that’s what she was.
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         I couldn’t even tell you how it started between us. All I really know is that I’d never had a friend before and suddenly we were thrown together. There wasn’t much else to do, so mostly we just sat around on the low stone wall outside the front door, smoking, and as we smoked, we talked.

         The first thing she asked was, ‘Were you in other homes before this one?’

         I shook my head. ‘No. Foster homes, but not a children’s home. My foster homes didn’t work out.’

         ‘Neither did mine,’ she said. ‘Fucking hated them. They only do it for the money, those families. They don’t actually give a shit. I was in secure before I came here. It was hardcore.’

         I looked at her, feeling naïve. I had no idea what secure was. ‘Is that like prison?’ I asked.

         ‘Kind of. I mean, it looks like a kids’ home but there are locks on the doors and windows and you can’t get out. You’re not allowed cigarettes, or a TV in your room. But it’s safe, I suppose. Like if you’ve had a shitty time, you can go there and sort yourself out. Some of the others are there for doing bad shit, but not everyone. Some are there for their own safety. That’s why I was there. I kept running away from all my foster homes and they decided I needed locking up. I only went back to my mate’s, but they didn’t like it.’ Then she looked at me and said, ‘You look a bit posh for a kid in care. Why are you here?’

         I shrugged, trying to look matter-of-fact, the way she did, as though none of it bothered me. ‘My mum was a bit mental. Then she went missing. I didn’t have any family, so they put me with foster carers but…’ I let my voice trail off. ‘I didn’t like any of them,’ I finished. Then I said, ‘You got parents?’

         She took a long drag on her cigarette before answering. ‘A mum.’

         ‘Where’s she?’

         ‘Holloway.’

         ‘Wow.’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘How long’s she got?’

         ‘Ten years. Only been in three months.’

         ‘Do you speak to her?’

         ‘Used to.’

         ‘Not now?’

         ‘Not really. She reckons I’m the one that got her put away.’

         ‘Why? Did you turn her in?’

         ‘No.’

         There was something about her tone that made me back off.

         She stubbed her cigarette out on the wall and looked around at the view – the mountains, the footpaths, the dark tarn below us – and said, in a low voice, ‘Do you miss your mum?’

         No one had ever asked me that before.

         I said, ‘Not exactly.’

         ‘Go on.’

         I sighed and said, ‘No. I don’t miss her. She was mental.’

         Then she said, ‘But you miss a mum, right?’

         ‘What?’

         She stopped speaking while she lit another cigarette, holding her face over the flame so it highlighted the black liner round her eyes. ‘I mean,’ she said, inhaling deeply and then flicking smoke rings through her lips, ‘you must miss the one you never had. You know, the fairy-tale one, the one who would have worn flowery skirts and smelled of washing powder. The one everyone else has.’

         I laughed at that. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I miss that one.’

         ‘Me, too.’

         We sat there for a long time, the weight of our losses between us, and I felt for the first time that someone understood me.
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         Now, as I sit in my room, waiting for someone to drive me back to the police station, I wonder if her mother will be coming to the funeral. Helen said the coroner will release the body soon and we can have it burned. It’s cheaper than a burial, and seeing as it all has to come out of the home’s non-existent budget, we have to go for the cheapest in everything. She said I can get some flowers if I like and read a poem or something. A poem. What a load of horseshit. No one in the world can possibly have written the words that say how I feel about her, and what it’s like now she’s gone and died.

         We knew everything about each other, she and I. Everything that had ever happened to either of us. It was more than that, though. We knew how the other one’s mind and heart worked. I’d never understood that another person could make you feel whole, but she did, even though she was so different from me, even though I was so tame and boring compared to her, and none of it made very much sense. If I’d seen her profile on a dating site, I would never have gone for her. A bit mental, swears a lot, can’t read very well, likes dancing and winding people up for fun. But you don’t fall in love by CV, do you? Not unless you’re a soulless idiot. And she wasn’t that, and neither was I, for all we pretended we were.
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            Helen

         

         The police had assigned them a Family Liaison Officer. Emma, her name was. She’d come over for the first time on Boxing Day, sat in the living room with them all and explained her role.

         ‘I’m here to support the bereaved through the investigation,’ she said.

         It surprised Helen, and pleased her, that the police recognised the staff and children here as ‘bereaved’, even though they weren’t family, even though Annie was under suspicion of murder.

         Although as soon as Emma had spoken, Annie said, ‘We’re not family.’

         Emma nodded. ‘But you lived with Hope and she was a part of your life. Her sudden death is a shock to you. There will be police officers coming into your home, asking you questions, trying to work out who killed Hope and why. It’s not easy for anyone, and my job is to support you through that.’

         ‘Bollocks,’ Annie muttered.

         Helen shot her a look. Afterwards, Annie had said, ‘Like shit is she here to support us. She’s here to pretend to support us while she snoops through our stuff and tries to do us for murder.’

         It was possible, Helen thought, that she had a point.

         Now, she’d come back to discuss the findings in the coroner’s report. Helen spoke to her alone in the office. It was hell, she thought, managing all the responsibility of this; standing there, tower strong, while everyone else was allowed to topple. The home was empty of atmosphere. It used to be, if not happy, at least lively enough. Hope and Annie were always hanging around downstairs with the staff, smoking cigarettes in the garden, watching TV, playing on the Wii. Lara would lurk in the shadows, a silent, disturbing presence but visible. Now, Hope had been killed, Annie was in despair and Lara … Well, Lara struck Helen as the closest a person could be to dead while still inhabiting a living, breathing body.

         This wasn’t the home she wanted to run. She knew most of the kids who came here were way beyond saving, but she’d always wanted them to be able to remember it as being safe and good enough, with staff who cared and were fun to be around. Now, their experience here was only adding to their trauma, to their sense of the world as a hostile, dangerous place where they were blamed for things other people were guilty of. Because never was Helen going to believe it had been Annie who’d killed Hope. She’d driven Annie back to the police station this morning to be interviewed and no doubt locked up again, but she was prepared to fight now, as hard as she would if one of her own children had been accused.

         Emma sat before her and said, ‘The autopsy has shown that Hope died from drowning. The samples of water in her lungs come from Meddleswater. She was also intoxicated. Very, very drunk.’

         ‘Right,’ Helen said, and felt as if she was dragging her mind on the ground behind her, her thoughts failing to take clear shape.

         She wasn’t really sure what this meant.

         Emma continued, ‘Suicide by drowning is rare. Usually, in cases like this, the coroner will conclude the death was accidental, but there are cuts and bruises to her wrists that indicate a struggle and make it seem likely that someone pushed her…’

         Helen said, ‘Hope was a self-harmer. She was prone to cutting her own wrists.’

         Emma shook her head. ‘These wounds were inflicted just before she died.’

         God, they could find out anything, these coroners. How anyone ever got away with a crime these days, Helen had no idea.

         ‘And there were traces of semen in her body, indicating that she’d been involved in some kind of sexual activity very shortly before death. We are looking now at rape.’

         Helen couldn’t keep up with this. Annie and Hope, deeply involved in a same-sex relationship and afraid they were going to be separated when the home shut down, disappeared one night; Hope was raped and then drowned. And yet Annie had been there all along…

         ‘She was also pregnant. Were you aware of this?’

         ‘What?’

         ‘Twenty-weeks, or thereabouts.’

         ‘But she was thin as a board.’

         ‘The coroner does acknowledge that in his report. Hope was a small girl. The bump had been barely visible beneath her clothes.’

         Helen nodded. ‘And is the pregnancy … relevant, do you think?’

         ‘It’s certainly notable.’

         Helen tunnelled back through her memory. Twenty weeks would take them to July. Was it July when Hope had run away? She couldn’t remember. She’d have to look at the log book.

         ‘Do you know who the father was?’

         ‘Tests have been carried out on the foetus and we’re waiting for the results.’

         ‘It will be Ace,’ Helen said. ‘Ace Clarke.’

         Emma’s eyes kindled with interest. She took a notebook from the pocket of her uniform. ‘Can you tell me a bit more about this?’

         Helen worked hard to keep her explanation short. Just thinking of Ace Clarke incited rage in her, the sort of rage that was so strong she could talk about him for hours, going round and round in a narrative circle as she tried to make sense of the damage he’d caused and the influence he’d still had on Hope.

         She looked Emma square in the face. ‘I know Annie can be difficult. I know she can. But she’s not a killer. If Hope’s death was murder, Ace Clarke will be behind it.’
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         Poor Annie. The grief is already killing her and now she has to go to the station again and face all those questions about whether she murdered me or not. Ace, I keep reminding her. You have to tell them about Ace.

         
      But I don’t know whether she’s even got it in her to do anything other than stay completely silent and let them take her down. There’s only so much drama one person can handle in a lifetime, and I’m sure she must be near the end of her quota now. All these visits to the police station are bringing back the guilt about her mum, the fear that she’d be found out.
    

         
      I wonder if she’s on the verge of tipping over the edge and joining me here.
    

         
      She’s a dark horse, my Annie. I used to trust her. I used to trust her with everything, but now I’m not sure she’ll have the courage to see this through.
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         ‘You’ll need to put the attitude away this time, Annie,’ Helen told me earlier, when she dropped me back here, ready to face the interviews. She’s hardly been home since it happened, even though she’s only meant to work normal office hours. The rest of the staff do three days on, three days off, and you can tell they’re always gagging to be gone by the end of the second day.

         ‘Just tell them the truth,’ she said. ‘I know this is really hard for you, Annie. We all know that; but the more you co-operate, the quicker it will all be over and you can put this horrible arrest behind you.’

         ‘Do you think they’ll let me go?’ I asked, because I was frightened. I’m always afraid of getting into trouble. I blame my mother for it, and just to prove this isn’t the nastiness of a teenage girl, so does the counsellor they make me see at the home. She says I carry the guilt of my background and my mother’s madness, that I’m hard-wired to feel it’s always my fault and hide everything I can – like knives, for example, and blood on the carpet.

         ‘Of course they will, love,’ she said. ‘They’ve done the post-mortem and they’ll have the evidence now. They can’t do you for something you’re not guilty of.’

         I didn’t say anything. I was afraid I might cry if I did.
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         I’m here now, doing what Helen told me to do. No attitude, no rudeness, no swearing. Hope would be gutted if she could see me like this, meek in the interview room they’d brought me to the other day, answering questions obediently, giving them the story they want. Still, I have to admit, it makes these police officers a lot friendlier towards you if you do what they ask, so maybe she’d let me off this once.

         I keep thinking maybe she can see me, maybe she can hear me somehow. I still feel her everywhere I go, as if she’s sitting beside me, keeping watch. Sometimes, her presence is loving; other times, it feels as though she’s angry. She has a lot to be angry about, I know that, but then again, I have a lot to lose my mind over.

         They’re the same police interviewing me as last time, and I wonder if they ever go home. WPC Muzna Rahman and Sergeant Graham French. It’s beyond me why anyone would want to do this job. Power, I suppose. They love it.

         Enough of that. There’s a tape recorder running. I must get on and co-operate. Those last interviews were a disaster and it can all work against me if this ends up in court. I need to put it right now.

         Do it, she’s whispering. Tell them about Ace.
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      Everyone’s mad in this place. At the moment, Lara’s outside, harvesting the dead. There’s been a sudden cold snap and the landscape is frozen. The tarn is rigid with ice, the highest peaks soft with snow, and the white sky above them sags with the promise of more. None of the wildlife can cope with it and everything is dying. She’s found more dead bodies over the last three days than she has in all the time she’s lived here.
    

         
      This is what she does when the world gets too much for her. It’s a lot like self-harming, only weirder. She collects insects, mice, birds – anything she can find – and hides them all in a shoebox at the top of her wardrobe, the way she did with my scan photos. Now and then, she’ll bring it out and check on them. She likes watching the creatures, especially the rodents, as their carcasses fill with gas and bloat. Some will explode from the pressure and shoot their remains all over the shoebox, others just slowly rot away. Her whole room carries the smell of decaying mice, but she doesn’t mind. She likes it. Sometimes, she’ll breathe in the dark, furry scent of it and let it transport her. It takes her to other worlds. She can see herself walking among the dead, until she’s almost become them.
    

         
      When I watch her, she reminds me of me.
    

         
      Nearly everyone she knows is dead, and she’s as good as dead, too. No one takes any notice of her, but she prefers it this way. It’s much better than the days when everyone wanted to make her speak. They thought she just refused, that all she needed was to open her mouth and the words would come tumbling out, as if she were an actor on a stage. ‘If you speak to us, Lara,’ her old foster carer had said to her once, ‘we’ll take you to Disneyland. How does that sound?’
      
    

         
      This is the first time she’s been out since they found my body. For the last three days, she’s been lying in her room with her eyes closed. Still, silent, visionless. That was the way to get through this. They wouldn’t speak to her, they’d leave her alone, if she did nothing, said nothing, saw nothing.
    

         
      But even though no one sees her, she sees everything. She sees everything that has ever happened to her, and she sees it all the time, as if her mind is a crystal ball that doesn’t show images of the future – because there isn’t one – but the past. It keeps becoming more and more crowded. She’s sure it’s going to get too full one day, and then it will shatter and that will be that. She hopes it won’t take too long. Like me, she just wants to go, to be gone. Like me, the only people she ever cared about are dead.
    

         
      She was six years old at the time, her baby sister was two. Her parents were arguing, as usual, and the baby was crying. Then just like that, the room turned red. When the police came and took her and her father away, she left a trail of red footprints wherever she walked.
    

         
      For a long time afterwards, she couldn’t remember anything about that night. There was a dark hole in her mind, filled with water. She was weighed down by it, but not a single image came back to her. Then they made her remember for the trial. She’d been the only witness, so had to tell them what happened. For weeks and weeks, she worked with a woman who kept finding new ways to jog her memory, until she could show her with dolls and toy guns exactly what her father had done.
    

         
      And after that, she couldn’t forget.
    

         
      No one knows that Lara can remember. Her social worker helped her make a life book, filled with pictures of her with her family before they’d all been brought down by her father’s gun. It’s meant to show her she has a history, give her something to hold on to as she moves from placement to placement. But Lara has always known that none of it is real. All those happy faces in the photos; the handsome man who was her father; the pink-faced infant who 
      
      was her sister; the smiling, brown-haired woman who was her mother. Those smiles never lasted beyond the camera’s click. Everyone just went back to hating each other.
    

         Why isn’t the house clean, when you’re at home all day?

         Why aren’t we rich, when you’re at work all day?

         
      They were always shouting at each other, her parents. And drunk. They drank a lot, every night, and it made them argue and bash each other about. Not just her father, her mother as well. Her mother hadn’t been one of those quiet victims who lay still while her husband beat her. She gave as good as she got.
    

         
      The trouble with murder was it was never silent. There were gunshots and screams. And words. Before the death came the words. Sharp as daggers, and cruel enough to kill.
    

         
      They are all Lara can hear. Her mother’s words, her father’s words. They squat inside her, and beat like an extra heart.
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      She goes inside, through the back door so she can avoid Helen in her office at the front of the house. Today, she’s found a beetle, a field mouse and a song thrush, and arranged them in the shoebox, alongside the skeleton of a blackbird from before Christmas. She stands silently in the doorway and lets her eyes scoot about for a minute, working out where everyone is, then darts away upstairs, unseen.
    

         
      For a while, she sits on the bed and examines her treasures. She’s never found a song thrush before, but she was able to identify it because the teacher who comes to the home left her a book of birds last week and Lara spent a whole afternoon reading it from cover to cover and memorising the pictures. She holds the bird in the palm of her hand. Its head is thrown back, exposing all the deep brown spots like arrows over its pale breast. She runs a finger over the feathers. They’re cold and soft, and the touch of them brings tears to her eyes.
    

         
      She picks the bird up, and holds it to her cheek.
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         We were thrown together a lot in those early days. In the mornings, we had to spend two hours with the teacher they dragged to the home to keep us going with English and maths, but afterwards we were allowed to spend our time doing whatever we liked. Hope slept a lot. She slept more than I’d ever known anyone sleep. I wondered if she was ill. ‘No,’ she shrugged, ‘just bored. This place is shit.’

         Every day, they gave us half an hour each on the Internet. She had her own iPad and used it for shopping on eBay. Packages arrived for her all the time. Mostly, they were filled with second-hand dresses and jewellery she’d snapped up for less than a fiver, but then one day she declared, ‘I hate my room. The magnolia walls and the white furniture. It’s like a hospital or something. I need to sort it out. Make it more … you know… me.’

         ‘More black, you mean? Or more like a coffin?’

         ‘Both.’

         Helen said it was her room and she could do what she liked with it, so every day for a week, we sat on her bed together and ordered whatever she could lay her hands on to transform it. She had a gift for finding cool, cheap things. ‘No, I don’t,’ she said. ‘I just never buy anything that costs more than five quid. There’s loads of it if you search.’

         By the time we’d finished, her bed was covered with a crushed-velvet throw, light was banished by sarongs at the windows, the ceiling was draped with yards of old black lace and all over the place were weird little trinkets and ornaments: hanging bats; a lampshade in the shape of a witch’s hat, gargoyles and black candle holders that cast an eerie glow over the room whenever she lit them.

         ‘Let me read your cards,’ she said.

         ‘No.’

         ‘Why not?’

         I shrugged. ‘I don’t want to know the future.’

         ‘I’ll deal you a good one, then.’

         ‘That’s cheating.’

         ‘Oh God, Annie. You’re so straight.’

         So I let her do it. I wasn’t sure how good she was at this, or if any of it had any meaning, but she was always dealing me futures, filled with good things and love and happiness, but then one day she looked hard at the cards in front of her and said, ‘There’s hell ahead,’ and even though I prodded and prodded her, she refused to say any more about it.

         Sometimes now, I think it was herself she’d seen in that reading: the love of my life, bursting in and then fading away, only ever in love with death.
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         It was her fifteenth birthday a month after she arrived. The staff tried to make it special by frying pancakes for breakfast, baking her a chocolate cake and giving her a not-too-crappy present – a black hat with a veil; she loved it. But birthdays, like Christmas, are never good times for kids without families. Later in the morning, she and I were sitting on the wall outside, smoking as usual, and she said suddenly, ‘I was hoping my mum would send me a card today.’

         It was the first time she’d said anything about her family since she told me about her mum being in Holloway. I’d steered far away from that area. My own mother wasn’t a subject I wanted to share with anyone. I assumed she was the same.

         I said, ‘There’s still time.’

         She shrugged. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Postman’s been.’

         Her pain was palpable, even as she tried to hide it.

         ‘Does she know you’re here?’

         ‘Yeah. I mean, someone has to have told her I’m out of secure. I’ve written to her in prison a few times.’

         ‘Has she ever replied?’

         She shook her head. ‘Never. I don’t know. I used to think maybe she had no time, or they didn’t let her or something, but they must do. I had this deadline in my head. If I hadn’t heard from her by then, I’d have to just accept it’s because she hates me. I turned her in, after all.’

         Tentatively, I said, ‘What was the deadline?’

         She inhaled on her cigarette and looked away from me. ‘Today.’
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         ‘Let’s get out of here,’ she said.

         ‘Where to?’

         ‘I don’t know. Anywhere. Let’s just walk. See where we end up.’

         We took a path that led uphill, away from the house. We had no idea where we were going, and the climb made us both breathless. The peaks of the lower fells were beneath us; the slate-grey drama of the higher ones ahead, and the further on we went, the more I felt I was stepping deeper and deeper into something like peace, as unfamiliar to me as anything on earth.

         After a while, the path wound off the open fell and into woodland, where the light became tinged with green and we could hear the distant rumble of falling waters.

         We stood for a while to catch our breath.

         ‘Nice, isn’t it?’

         I nodded, silenced.

         She waved her hand expansively, as if taking in the whole landscape of the Lake District. ‘Wouldn’t it be amazing,’ she said, ‘if you just got lost out here and no one found you until you were gone?’

         The words took me aback. I wasn’t sure what to make of them. Lightly, I said, ‘No. It wouldn’t be amazing. It would be shit.’

         Her voice took on a dreamy tone. ‘I don’t think so. I think it would be great. Imagine just walking out here, out in the hills for miles and miles, maybe in the snow and the frost, until you just slowly start to run out of energy and your legs stop working and you fall down and freeze into a deep sleep and never wake up again.’

         I shuddered. ‘Stop it, Hope. You’re freaking me out.’

         She stood there in her black dress and Doc Martens, and stared at me with wide eyes, as if she couldn’t believe what I was saying. ‘Am I?’

         ‘Yes, you weirdo. Stop it.’

         She laughed.

         I said, ‘I got you a birthday present. It’s only small. I didn’t want to give it to you before.’

         ‘What is it?’

         I reached into my pocket and pulled out the tiny gift I’d wrapped for her the day before.

         She opened it quickly. A bat choker. ‘I love it,’ she said, and immediately fastened it round her neck.

         Then we started walking again and she took my hand. It didn’t feel weird.
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         The sky was thick with dusk when we finally got back to the home. The staff on duty were annoyed with us.

         ‘Where’ve you been?’ Clare demanded. ‘We were on the verge of calling the police.’

         I wasn’t used to being in trouble. It still frightened me. I hung my head, the way I used to during my mother’s rages, trying to tune her out.

         But Hope was breezy about it. ‘We only went for a walk,’ she said. ‘You’re always saying we should make the most of this Lake District place, so we did. We went off into the hills. Saw some great stuff. Birds and shit. I dunno. A deer.’ She shrugged and looked at me, ‘What else did we see, Annie?’

         I was silent.

         ‘There were no men out there,’ she told them, in a tone of reassurance. ‘You don’t need to worry. We haven’t been corrupted.’

         ‘That’s enough, Hope. You both know you’re not meant to wander off unsupervised.’

         ‘Oh, for God’s sake. We’re fucking fifteen. Come on, Annie,’ she said. Then she opened the fridge and brought out a bottle of Diet Coke, along with a six-pack of Wotsits from the cupboard. We took them up to her room.

         ‘So,’ she said, unscrewing the Coke bottle and swigging straight from it. ‘You tell me your story, I’ll tell you mine.’

         ‘What story?’ I asked.

         ‘Why you’re here.’

         I hesitated.

         ‘Come on,’ she said, passing me the bottle. ‘I promise you, mine is much darker than yours.’

         ‘I bet it’s not,’ I said.

         ‘How much?’

         ‘A tenner.’

         ‘OK. Go.’

         ‘You start,’ I said.

         ‘I’m warning you, it’s not a happy little bedtime story. Wait, before I start, I just have to do something.’

         She took herself to the corner of the room and turned away from me. It was dark, the only light came from the faint gleam of the candles. I could hear her fiddling with something, then there was a sharp intake of breath and a pause before she sat down again.

         She tried to hide it, but I could see her arm was bleeding. She’d done it herself, opened up a deep red wound that she was clasping now in her opposite hand.

         I suppose most people would have thought she was mad then, and turned away from her. But I didn’t. The thing about us was we weren’t afraid of darkness. It was part of who we were. It was normal.
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            Hope

         

         They called it second-chance syndrome, and my mother had it, badly. She lived for the next time – the time she was going to have a child and make everything work and not have it taken away from her. She managed for a while, but the problems were all still there, so she ended up losing me as well.

         All her life, she told me, she’d dreamed of nothing but babies. She wanted one of those homes you see on American TV shows, with kitchens big enough for huge happy families. My mother had grown up poor, the sort of poor where everyone lived in one room and there was never any heat or food, and everyone was ill, and the adults were in despair and often thought the only solution would be to let everybody die.

         So my mother didn’t want that life for herself and tried hard to move away from it. She got halfway there, but halfway wasn’t anywhere near far enough. Her past had left her weak, and really, she had no idea how to go about creating the life she wanted. She couldn’t even read or add numbers together, and when it came to caring about people, she didn’t have a clue. Everything was beyond her.

         Those were her excuses, anyway. Or maybe they were reasons. Whatever they were, she was a disgrace.
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         I was her second chance, the one she was desperate for. It’s why she called me Hope. I was meant to be her dream come true, her bright light for the future, and she was high when she had me – high on happiness for the first, and only, time in her life. ‘I was so in love with you,’ she told me, ‘from the minute I set eyes on you.’ That was the trouble with my mother. She used to tell me all the time how much she adored me, even as she was punching my lights out.

         Her story of my birth went like this:
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         First, she didn’t get what the fuss was about. All those women you saw screaming in agony on TV, as if birth were the worst thing in the world – worse even than war or a gunshot wound, or some bastard’s knife in your chest, on its way to your heart but missing by half an inch because he was drunk and had poor aim – something my mother had experienced not long before. This was nothing. Really nothing. A few contractions, a dull sort of ache, some energetic pushing, and then out I tumbled into the midwife’s waiting hands: a wet, red-faced baby, howling with rage – possibly because I knew what was waiting for me.

         They’d passed me to her straight away and laid me on her chest. Oddly, my mother heard herself saying, over and over again, ‘My God, it’s a baby. It’s a baby,’ as though she’d somehow never quite believed those nine months of pregnancy, so my arrival was a mystery, as surprising as an unplanned delivery from a stork.

         She couldn’t stop looking at me, she said, this wide-eyed creature of pure perfection; my skin warm and smooth against her own; my features still scrunched from the muscular embrace of the womb; my bright lips, pink and sweet as a rose. My mother had never known, until this moment, that rosebud lips existed anywhere outside of Snow White, but now she understood, and understood deeply. There was no other way to describe the image of my tiny, exquisite mouth.

         Now, as she stared down at me, the words of some crazy midwife she’d seen when she was pregnant came back to her. ‘Don’t worry,’ she’d said, ‘if you don’t bond with the baby straight away. We’re led to expect this immediate, overwhelming rush of love the minute we clap eyes on them, but it doesn’t always happen like that. It’s a big adjustment, having a baby, and birth isn’t always easy. It can take time for the love to come.’

         Thank God it wasn’t like that for her, my mother thought. Here she was, naked and bleeding in a hospital bed, her legs still in stirrups while she waited for someone to come and stitch her up, and she felt ablaze with a love so ferocious and tender it was like being the most powerful woman on earth.

         She couldn’t believe the baby was here. Couldn’t believe I was hers.

         She said, ‘I can’t get over how easy that was.’

         The midwife smiled at her, ‘You’re lucky. You’re young. Young bodies manage easier.’

         Everyone – literally everyone – was making comments about her age, but my mother wasn’t that young. She was twenty-two. It wasn’t as if she was a stupid fourteen-year-old, knocked up by some pissed lad in the park, but that’s what everyone seemed to think, just because she’d given birth on her own without the baby’s father, as if that meant she was bound to be bad at this, bound to mess it all up. No one saw it the way she saw it. No one bothered to say how strong she was to keep this baby and give it a chance. No. All they did was judge her. Well, so what if she was single and didn’t have loads of money? It didn’t mean she couldn’t be a good mother. She knew what she was doing. She’d always wanted this baby and she wanted me even more, now I was here.

         ‘I knew I was going to do right by you. I wasn’t going to let anyone take you away.’
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         Five years before me, she’d given birth to a baby boy, but she couldn’t remember anything about that. She’d been so out of it, her memory was wiped. The baby was out of it, too – lost in a heroin-induced stupor because my mother hadn’t been able to kick the habit. No one had picked up on it at the time. She’d never gone for antenatal care. It was only after the birth, when the midwives heard the shrill cry of a newborn in cold turkey, that they realised.

         ‘Don’t take him away,’ my mother begged. ‘I’ll stop. I’ll stop. Let me keep my baby.’

         For a while, she kept him, and they gave her all the usual support: methadone for the baby, treatment for herself, but the pull of addiction was too strong. They found him one day, abandoned in his cot after nearly a week, unfed, unwashed, not cared for at all, while my mother was somewhere else, lost in cloudy euphoria.

         ‘I love my son,’ she was quoted as saying in court. ‘I’d die for my baby boy.’

         It was true. The social workers and judges all seemed to agree. My mother would have done anything in her power to look after her child, but in the end, the drug was stronger than she was. It swept her off her feet, straight into the gutter.

         So they took him away and had him fostered, and after a year, when my mother still wasn’t upright, he was adopted and went to live with a nice, middle-class family in Jesmond and went to a private prep school, where his navy-blue blazer and high level of numeracy belied his terrible beginnings.

         But my mother never recovered from losing him. It was her wake-up call, she told me. She was going to get treatment and get well. She knew she could never have her first child back, but there had to be a second chance. She’d find work and a decent place to live and then she could have another baby and give this one all the love and care it needed.

         That one was me. And now look at me.
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         I was only a few hours old when it started going wrong. She’d had me in a midwife-led unit, attached to a small hospital. Most women didn’t give birth there. The babies were delivered in the city, then the mothers went there to recover on a ward with only four beds, and midwives to help with feeding and bathing and changing, and all those other things the huge city hospital was too busy for.

         They said they weren’t going to push her out before she was ready. They knew she was a single mother with history, and had her flagged as someone who’d need extra support. Also, the unit was always under threat of closure, so they liked women to stay for a while so they could prove that this was a vital service, not just an expensive luxury the NHS could ill afford.

         We were the only ones there the first night. At nine o’clock, when my mother was just about to lie down and sleep for the first time in more than twenty-four hours, I woke up and started crying. In moments, the midwife on duty walked on to the ward, looking like she meant business. ‘Right,’ she said, taking me from my mother’s arms. ‘Let’s get this breastfeeding going. These first hours are crucial for giving her the colostrum. It’s like liquid gold for the baby. Think of it as her first vaccination. It’ll protect her against all sorts of nasties.’

         My mother nodded obediently and undid the fastenings on her maternity nightdress. Once she was sitting up, her back straight against the pillows, naked to the waist, the midwife lurched me towards her left breast, as ferociously as if I were a truck coming to knock my mother down.

         Apparently, feeding wasn’t as easy as other women made it look.

         ‘She needs to be attached like this,’ the midwife said, grabbing hold of my mother’s breast in her hand and pushing it into my mouth. It hurt her, and I had other ideas anyway. I refused to suck and kept arching my back away from what was being offered, spluttering on my own hungry frustration. My mother tried, again and again, but each time I rejected her.

         She was tired. So tired. She just wanted to lie me down beside her and let herself fall into a long, luxurious sleep.

         The midwife spoke firmly. ‘The baby needs feeding. She’s hungry.’

         So my mother muscled on, murmuring to me, coaxing me, trying to make me see that I didn’t have to fight, that what I needed was right here, being offered to me. All I had to do was to take it.

         But I wouldn’t take it.

         My mother had been so hopeful. She thought she was going to be good at this, thought she could do it, even though she’d never had a decent mother herself and everyone had told her you only learned mothering from the way your own mother did it. But it was all so much harder if you’d never been mothered yourself, or mothered the wrong way … But she’d been sure she could manage. Already, having a baby had reignited the sad grey lump of her heart, and surely that was the most important thing. If the love was there, she could navigate her way through the rest.

         But here she was, failing, barely ten hours in.

         ‘She doesn’t like me,’ she said, and looked at the midwife as if she were lost.

         The midwife was brisk. ‘Of course she likes you. You’re her mother.’

         ‘I can’t afford that formula stuff. She needs to eat.’

         I went on screaming. There was a terrible, desperate pitch to the crying now, as if some deep, evolutionary instinct had kicked in and I was panicking, knowing I would die if I couldn’t get milk.

         The midwife said, ‘Let me take her for a while.’

         My mother handed me over gratefully and the midwife took me and headed off the ward. All she could think now was how peaceful it was, and how badly she wanted a drink.

         They should have taken me, right there and then, and given me to somebody stronger. Things could have been so different if they had.
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         Another day passed, another night, the midwives changed shifts, I went on crying and the feeding still failed. They told my mother to squeeze out the colostrum herself and she gave it to me in a syringe. Her breasts were cow-heavy and aching. She waddled from bed to bathroom and longed for her mother, or someone’s else’s mother. Any mother.

         She was afraid to go home and face sleepless nights alone; for her flat to be filled with a baby’s howls; for the neighbours to overhear and know she was failing at this before she’d even started; for the money to run out because the baby was going to need formula and she couldn’t work, not yet, not until her body recovered; for it all to just get too hard; for her to mess it all up and for me to die.

         On the fourth day, they were busy. The midwife pulled back the curtain around my mother’s bed and said, ‘Are you ready to go home today, Bex?’

         ‘OK,’ my mother said.
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         We got lost in the wide-open mouth of the night. 2.57 am. I was wailing. I’d been wailing for ages, for hours, forever. My mother had given me formula – she’d abandoned breastfeeding at night; someone told her babies slept better with a belly full of formula, so that’s what she was doing now, although it wasn’t working – and then settled me in the Moses basket beside the bed. But I’d woken up again five minutes later, and now we were still there, the two of us, pacing the floors while my mother rubbed my back, her eyes failing as I cried and cried, pulling my mother further into a dark space that wasn’t sleep but ought to have been sleep – somewhere vague and heavy and forgetful, where her mind sagged and there was no energy to keep going.

         She hated me by then, I’m sure, and I could probably feel it. She couldn’t do this. She needed a cigarette to stay awake. She needed to get away from this noise, from this baby, just for a minute…

         But then, suddenly, I was asleep. 4:08 am. Just like that. From somewhere unknown, my mother found the strength to head back to the bedroom, fasten me into my sleeping bag and lie me down in the Moses basket. Soon, she knew, I would be awake again. I hadn’t slept longer than forty-five minutes at a time since we’d come out of hospital three weeks before. But for now, for this moment, I was asleep. My mother slipped back beneath the covers and let it happen. Oh, God. She would do anything for more of this.

         Anything…

         I woke, crying. My mother’s eyes jerked open. She was too tired now. She couldn’t be bothered to get up and mix formula. She reached for me, then sat back and attached me to her breast, which was as empty as a deflated balloon. 5:03. She wanted to lie down with me and sleep while I fed, but she couldn’t because I was too frail and it was too big a risk. So she sat up and watched as time passed and the night slipped away from her.

         5.23. I fell asleep again and my mother knew this was my last nap of the night. Next time, I’d be bright, alert, and we’d have to get up and begin the task of muscling through another day.

         She laid me down and then laid herself down. She had to get these minutes, these forty-five minutes. They were probably only forty-four by now, but she had to get them…

         She felt awful. Awful. If she ever had to paint a picture of hell, for the rest of her life now, this was going to be it: a mother chasing sleep, while everywhere around her, small vampires demanded that she produce more energy. But there was no energy. She had to drag it out of her bones.

         The days were alright, sometimes, but there was no way of pushing back the night. It was out there, always, waiting to rush in. There was too much of it, like the sea. Its currents pulled her under. I wailed and my mother floundered on, directionless, until at last the light came and there she was, washed ashore: the motherwreck.

         It would be easier soon, she told herself. Easier because the health visitor was coming over today and my mother was going to hand me to her on a plate. ‘Here,’ she’d say. ‘Have her. I can’t cope with her.’
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        Annie
      

         

         ‘I didn’t have a chance from the start,’ Hope told me. ‘I was born to the wrong woman.’

         It was something I grew to despair of in her – this habit she had of thinking she was powerless, that everyone else had already destroyed her and there was no fighting back, no chance of recovery from her brutal past.

         She passed me the bottle of Coke and some of the Wotsits she’d nicked from the kitchen. I pushed them away, but kept seeing them from the corner of my eye, glinting at me like knives.

         ‘What was your mum like?’ she asked.

         ‘Mental,’ I said. ‘Completely bonkers.’ My mother wasn’t a subject I wanted to talk about, or even think about. When the memories surfaced, I had to push them back down before they drowned me.

         She wasn’t going to leave it there, though. She saw this sharing of biography as a direct exchange. Now she’d started telling me about her life, she expected me to do the same.

         ‘Do you need vodka?’ she asked me. ‘Is that why you haven’t told me anything yet?’

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t need vodka.’

         She laughed. ‘Give it to me, then,’ she said. ‘Give me your shit and we can compare the shittiness of it. I bet yours isn’t as bad as mine.’

         ‘I bet it is,’ I said. Before I met her, I thought mine was the worst life in the world. I felt too young to be stuck here, looked after by strangers who only pretended to care. I didn’t realise Hope’s story was just going to get worse and worse until I could hardly bear to hear it.

         ‘How was she mental?’ she pressed.

         ‘She just was. She thought crazy stuff. Stuff that wasn’t real.’ I could picture her as I spoke, her face ancient and careworn, eyes glazed, speaking into the air as though someone was listening…

         I said, ‘Was your mum mental, do you think?’

         ‘She was fucked up. Is that the same?’

         I hesitated, thinking about it. Then I said, ‘I don’t know. Mine was properly mad. Naturally crazy. She didn’t need drugs to send her crazy. It’s just how she was.’

         Hope shrugged. ‘No. Mine wasn’t like that. But it’s the same thing in the end, isn’t it? For us, I mean. Our mums were out of it and were … well, they were just a bit shit.’

         ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Mine was such a flipping embarrassment.’

         Hope looked at me with amusement. ‘Say fucking, Annie, for God’s sake.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘You can’t say flipping. You’ll get beaten up if you speak like that. They’ll think you’re posh.’

         ‘Who will?’

         She waved her hand towards the window. ‘Everyone. No one likes someone stuck up. Listen,’ she said and looked at me seriously, ‘I reckon you’ve had a pretty sheltered life. Now you’re in care, it’s different. You’ll get out of here at sixteen and they’ll move you to a flat like the one I grew up in. You get hard people in places like that. I mean really hard. You won’t have a hope of surviving if you don’t toughen up a bit.’

         ‘I am tough,’ I said, because I felt like I was. I was still here, still surviving.

         ‘You’ve got to get rid of that posh edge, though.’

         ‘What posh edge?’

         ‘All that flipping, for a start. All the brains. Stop talking about GCSEs. Be a normal fuck-up like the rest of us.’

         A normal fuck-up. I wasn’t even meant to be here, not really. It was just that no foster carer could handle me when I was ill. I’d never thought about it too much, but I had this plan to go back to school one day, when I got out of here. Catch up on everything I’d missed. Become a doctor like they said I should.

         I said, ‘I don’t really want to be a fuck-up.’

         She was silent for a moment, then she sighed and said, ‘You’re sweet, Annie. I wish I was more like you.’

         ‘I liked school,’ I told her. ‘It was hard to keep going after everything that happened with my mum, and when I got ill I had too much time off so kind of gave up. But I’m keeping up with English and maths here, and I want to go back one day. Eventually. Maybe do some ‘A’ levels or something.’

         She stared at me. ‘Really?’ she said, as if I’d just announced a plan to take over the world.

         ‘Yes,’ I said.

         ‘Don’t you just want to … I don’t know … get away from all this shit?’

         ‘Course I do,’ I said. ‘That’s how I plan to do it.’

         She appeared to be thinking about what I’d said because she fell silent again. She shook her head. ‘It’s too late for me. I’ve missed too much and I’m thick as pig shit. I just want to drink and sleep, and then eventually die, when I’m brave enough.’

         I was shocked then. ‘What?’ I said.

         ‘Yeah. I hate being alive, truth be told. I hate being me. Really, it’s hell. I used to drink a lot after my sister died, before they put me in secure. Whole bottles of vodka, and then I’d pass out. It was peaceful. You can’t feel anything when you’re blacked out and no one comes near you with their greedy cocks or their stinking breath. They just leave you to lie there, blank in your own little world. It’s much better. Now I’m here, though, I can’t drink anything. That’s why I sleep so much. It’s the closest I can get to being pissed. You should try it. Just lie on your bed and count to fifty and then sleep comes and takes you away from this shit for a while. That’s how it would be to die, I reckon. Peaceful. Like being in the deepest, warmest sleep forever.’

         Her voice had taken on that dreamy quality again, the one she’d had when we were looking out at the tarn, as if she really were longing to drift away.

         I shuddered. ‘Don’t talk like this,’ I said.

         She shook her head, as if in apology. ‘I can’t help it,’ she told me. ‘All these plans for the future … They’re pointless, Annie. It’s too late for me. I won’t be here much longer. I’ll be gone before next year.’

         ‘Please don’t,’ I said again, and I reached out and took her hand in mine. I liked her by now and although I knew there was nothing I could say to ease whatever awful memories made her feel like this, I began to think that I could be her friend and that if she knew she had a friend, she might stop wanting to die.
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        Hope
      

         

         Ace Clarke was part of my life from when I was six months old. My mother tried to get by without him at first, despite him constantly encouraging her to come back to work so she’d have the money she needed to feed me. The social workers were on her back from pretty much the minute I was born. I was undernourished, they said, underweight. Breastfeeding was a failure so my mother had to give me formula, but it was too expensive. She could only afford two bottles a day and the rest of the time, she topped me up with cold, boiled water.

         She was afraid to go back to work. She was worried they’d find out how she earned her living and then they’d definitely take me away. No one would let a child be brought up by a woman like that.

         In the end, though, she had to. As much as anything else, it was driving her mad, being cooped up in that flat all day while I threw tantrums and did nothing, so she said, but cry.

         Ace lived in Tynemouth, in one of the long Georgian terraces that overlooked Longsands Beach and the pier. In their heyday, these buildings had housed the North East’s wealthy men and all their fashionable wives. They’d been the settings for lavish parties and marriage scandals, and back then, their ivory-painted facades had gleamed in the light. Now, they carried a look of faded seaside glamour. The exteriors were peeling; the elegant columns had fractured; the sash window frames were damp and rotting. Many had been converted into flats owned by neglectful landlords, others were victims of abandoned renovation projects and now stood empty, with weather-beaten ‘For Sale’ boards waving optimistically in the coastal winds.

         Ace owned all six floors of 5 Crescent Avenue. He lived on the top three. The rest he rented out to sex workers who wanted to be free from the dangers of the streets. He wasn’t a pimp, didn’t like that term. Pimps were bastards. Ace had helped many a woman whose pimps had left her beaten and broke, and he’d brought them all here, where they could work in safety. He looked after them. He was a big man – tall, wide, muscular – and knew how to target a punch with enough precision to put its recipient in A&E. Everyone knew not to mess with Ace’s girls.

         My mother was one of Ace’s girls. One of his best. She was good-looking, for a start, and brought in regular clients. He wanted her back. He said he’d look after me upstairs while she rented out a room below. He told me they were great, those days with me, and he looked forward to them. He’d never been married, didn’t have children of his own or any nieces and nephews, so babies were new to him. When I wasn’t crying, he liked me, found me charming. He liked to watch me as I sat in front of the TV, gripping my bottle of milk, transfixed by the bright colours and the sounds on the screen. It melted his heart.

         The trouble was, I never stayed content for very long. I’d start crying and he wouldn’t know what to do with me, and I’d end up lying on the floor, my whole body writhing, my red face covered in snot and tears, and the noise was awful. It felt to Ace – and to my mother, too, I knew – as though this sound had been deliberately designed to drive the poor bastards who had to listen to it so crazy they would do anything to shut it up. Anything.

         It was weird, he thought, how you could go from feeling quite smitten with someone to actually hating them in less than five minutes. But Christ, he’d tried everything. ‘Come on, Hope,’ he’d said at first. ‘It’s not as bad as all that.’ But I was still going on. Clearly, I thought it was as bad as all that. There was a selfishness to my refusal to shut up. How could a kid still be wailing like this, when he’d done everything anyone could know to do? He moved towards me and tried picking me up, but I increased the pitch of my screams as soon he touched me, then started banging my head against the rug.

         ‘You were always mad,’ he told me, many years later when he related this tale. ‘Mad as shit, but we loved you, anyway.’

         He left me in the sitting room with the TV and took himself to the kitchen, where he grabbed a can of Stella from the fridge. Jesus. No one could look after a toddler all day without a lager, and if they said they could, they were lying.

         He heard the sharp-heeled footfall of one of the girls coming up the stairs and hoped it was my mother. It probably would be. She’d been working for hours with her regular, the man who was in love with her. He barely seemed fussed about the sex. He just wanted to be in a room with her and spend half a day talking and talking – intimate but not dirty, my mother had said. ‘Like his wife?’ one of the other girls asked. ‘No. Like his mother,’ she told them, and they’d laughed. That was the part of the job she said she found toughest. Sleeping with strangers was easy. It was the emotional drain of pretending she gave a shit about them that she hated.

         The door opened and she appeared in the kitchen, wearing a green dress with a gold scarf and gold shoes. She reminded him of those birds you saw on TV sometimes – the ones who paraded their bright colours to attract a mate. And she did attract them. She was gorgeous, one of the most popular girls he knew. Up for anything, but sweet with it. Caring. A rare jewel.

         She plonked herself down on a stool at the breakfast bar. ‘Oh, God. Is that Hope crying?’

         Ace said, ‘I had to leave her there. She’s been driving me a bit nuts. You want a Stella?’

         ‘Please.’

         He passed a can to her. She cracked it open and took a long slug. ‘That’s better,’ she said. ‘God, what a morning.’

         ‘Aaron?’

         She shook her head. ‘Not him. He cancelled. This new one. Fat bloke. Fat as a walrus. I’d have suffocated under him, so had to go on top. Thought I was going to burn my arse on the lightbulb.’

         Ace laughed.

         My mother gestured towards the room next door. ‘How long’s the little one been crying?’

         ‘Ages. I couldn’t stop her.’

         She sighed and stood up. ‘I’d better go and see her. Poor thing. She’s probably tired.’ She checked her watch. ‘I’ve got twenty minutes till my next client. I’ll see if I can get her to sleep. Give you a break.’

         Ace watched her walk away. The dress was so tight over her arse, you could see the ripple of flesh beneath. She was a good money-spinner, this one. And as for me, that daughter of hers … Well, if I’d inherited anything like my mother’s charms, he’d be on to a winner with me, too. Twelve years from now if he was lucky. Fifteen, max. Already such a sweet, pretty little thing; he was sure I’d grow into something completely adorable. He just needed to look after us, keep us safe, love us.
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         We learned this patch of the Lake District by heart. We knew its miles of paths, its high mountain tarns, its rocky peaks and deep, green valleys. We knew the abandoned places too, the woodland and hills that walkers hardly went near, and we found ourselves a spot far up in the highest fell behind the home, where a lone waterfall would appear after rainfall and create a clear, ice-cool pool in a hollow among the rocks.

         That summer was hot, though not without rain. The Lake District was never without rain. This we were still discovering. We were young, and it had never occurred to either of us before that it was possible to become deeply attached to a landscape, to begin to learn its wildness and all its intricacies, but suddenly now it was happening to us.

         ‘We’re like hippies or something,’ she said, as we sat on the edge of the rocks and dangled our feet in the pool.

         ‘I know. Weird, isn’t it?’

         She was silent for a moment. Then she said, ‘It hurts less here.’

         ‘I know what you mean.’

         I did know. I knew exactly what she meant. She’d given words to the way I’d been feeling for a while now, and she was exactly right. Up here, surrounded by the grey faces of the mountains, and hearing only the force of water above us, everything hurt less.
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         Back at the home, though, it was different. Back at the home, the roots of our pasts pulled us down again. Everything about it was a reminder: the bolted door to the office that held all our dark histories; the ever-changing rota of staff; the silent telephone; the lovelessness.

         And Lara. Creepy, silent Lara.

         ‘What do you think’s wrong with her?’ Hope asked me.

         I shrugged. ‘No idea.’

         ‘But there has to be a reason for it. A reason why she doesn’t speak.’

         ‘Of course there’s a reason. She’s probably got some really bleak past.’

         ‘Bleaker than mine?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘No one’s is bleaker than mine.’

         She was always like this – competitive about who’d had the worst life and the strongest right to steadfast unhappiness.

         ‘Maybe,’ I said.

         ‘What? Do you think she’s had it worse than me?’

         ‘I don’t know, Hope. For God’s sake.’

         ‘I’m going to find out.’

         ‘How? It’s not like you can ask her.’

         ‘No. But there are ways.’

         ‘Like what?’

         ‘Break into the office. Read her files.’

         ‘You can’t do that.’

         ‘I bloody can.’

         ‘They’ll kick you out.’

         ‘They won’t.’

         So she did it. A few weeks later, Danny – who was an idiot sometimes – left his keys lying on the kitchen island, and she pocketed them. Just like that. She burst into my room triumphantly. ‘Look what I’ve got,’ she said, waving them in front of me. ‘The keys to the office. I’m going in. Tonight.’

         I felt the thud of panic. I didn’t want her finding out about my history, the madness and the illness. I had this feeling she’d stop being my friend if she knew, and I’d come to rely on her friendship. If ‘friendship’ was what you could call it. What we shared now felt deeper and weirder than friendship. But we weren’t like family either, because we understood each other far better than families did.

         I said, ‘Don’t, Hope.’

         ‘Why? Are you scared I’ll find out things about you?’

         ‘No.’

         She noted the look on my face and softened her voice. ‘Listen, I’ll only raid Lara’s files, OK?’

         ‘OK,’ I said. I didn’t see that there was anything else I could do. If I protested too much, she’d become too intrigued and hunt out everything about me.
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         She waited until all the staff had gone to bed and then she did it. Shortly after 1.00 am, she came into my room, switched the light on and said, ‘Oh, my God. It’s bad.’

         ‘What is?’

         ‘Lara. All her family are dead. Guess how?’

         ‘Murder.’

         ‘And guess who did it?’

         ‘I don’t know, do I? Her dad, probably.’

         ‘Yep. Killed her mother and her baby sister. Shot the shit out of them. Right in front of Lara.’

         ‘And left Lara alive?’

         ‘If you can call it that.’

         The horror of it silenced me.

         ‘I should try and be her friend, maybe,’ she said. ‘I understand her.’

         ‘Maybe,’ I said, and felt weirdly jealous. I didn’t want her being friends with someone else, and understanding them. I wanted her to be all mine.
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         Mum said I was a nightmare, right from the very beginning, and told me a lot of stories about my early life that were meant to prove this point. For a long time, I believed her. Ace used to back her up, as if he were my dad or something – which, let’s face it, he might have been – so I mostly spent my early years finding ways to put right the appalling horror of me. It meant I pretty much did everything they told me to, which was no good for me at all.

         The social workers were on to my mother from the start. They kept a careful eye on her, paying visits to our flat to make sure she was feeding me right and watching her behaviour for signs of booze or madness.

         Three years in, and she was at the end of her tether. I still spent most of my time lying on the floor, crying and screaming. They told my mother I’d grow out of it, but I wasn’t showing any signs of doing that at all, and she was pretty damn furious about it.

         ‘She’s always like this,’ my mother said, looking helplessly at me raging on the carpet in front of a television that no longer held my attention. ‘I don’t know what to do with her. She needs to know she can’t get her own way all the time.’

         ‘What do you do when she’s like this?’

         ‘I try everything. Really, I do. Give her sweets, pick her up, cuddle her. But nothing works. She ends up hurting me, so I just have to put her down and ignore her. It can go on for ages. Hours. She’s always been difficult, ever since she was born. I think she might have ADHD or something. I took her to the doctor, but he said she’s fine. I’m thinking of taking her back, though. Get a second opinion. I need help with this kid. Someone has to help me. The health visitor said I should put her in a warm bath when she gets like this, see if that calms her down. I tried it once, but she kicked and screamed so much I swear I thought she was going to drown herself, so I had to take her out. And I haven’t got that sort of money. I can’t go wasting hot water four times a day on a kid who won’t stop yelling at me.’

         ‘What do you do with her during the day?’

         ‘I go over to Sure Start sometimes. I do that when I can. But she doesn’t always behave over there, and it gets stressful when she kicks off in front of people. And then I get angry and I feel like everyone’s watching me and thinking what a bad mother I am, but I’m doing my best. Honest, I really am trying. But she’s a difficult child. She acts like she hates me, and I don’t know what to do about it, and I’m so tired.’ She put her head in her hands then and started to cry. ‘I’m sorry. I just don’t know what to do. I try and get some kip and she just wakes up and I get angry with her then for being so selfish and not giving me a minute’s peace, and I know it’s not her fault. She’s just a baby really … Please don’t take her away from me. I just need some help.’

         ‘We’ll help you, Bex. We’ll do what we can,’ they said.

         They were always full of promises, my mother told me, but nothing ever happened. No one ever did help. That was why she ended up on drugs again.
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         Ace said he knew things were bad when he came over one day and found her lying on the sofa, her eyes far away and cloudy.

         ‘You alright, love?’ he asked.

         She looked straight at him but said nothing.

         ‘You alright, love?’ he asked again.

         ‘Yeah … cool…’ She dragged her words as she spoke, leaving long pauses between them. It was hard work, trying to talk to her in this state.

         ‘Where’s the kid?’

         ‘Asleep.’

         The following week, he came over again, and while I slept the two of them watched TV together. My mother rested her head on his shoulder and he said, ‘Do you need a break from all this for a while, love, so you can get better? Looks to me like the job is getting to you.’

         She shook her head. ‘It’s not because of the job. I like this work. There’s nowhere else in the world I can take home a grand a week. As long as I hide it well so the bastard police can’t bust in and confiscate it, I’m fine.’

         ‘But you’re out of it half the time, Bex. I’m worried about you, love. Really. You don’t want to get addicted to this shit. If it’s the work that’s driving you to it, you need to take a break.’

         She looked at him with doleful eyes. ‘And then what? How will I live, Ace? I’m not ashamed of this work. I’m not. The biggest shame of my life was not being able to feed my child, but those days are gone now. Look at her. She’s beautiful. She has everything she needs. What would I do if I gave this up? Work in a shop on minimum wage, or clean toilets for sixty hours a week? And then what? Struggle to pay the rent, struggle to buy food. No way, Ace. I’m not going back to that.’

         Ace stayed silent. It was that punter who’d got her into this, he reckoned – said he’d give a girl fifteen hundred quid if she’d take a date-rape drug and let him fuck her when she was unconscious. Like an idiot, my mother had agreed. She took the drug and woke up eight hours later with cash beside the bed. The only thing that had changed since she passed out was that when she came round again, she was wearing bright-red lipstick. She’d looked in the mirror and laughed. ‘Weirdo,’ she said. ‘God knows what he did to me.’

         But Ace said that she’d started to prefer it, being out of it for punters. It made his job more difficult, though. There weren’t many blokes willing to pay for a girl who was barely there. He had to give her men like the one who’d got her in this state in the first place. It meant she was better paid for her work, but there was less of it – one, maybe two punters a week. She said she didn’t mind. She said it gave her more time at home with me, but as far as Ace could see, she was pretty well off her face for most of the day. There’d be social workers on her case again if she carried on like this, and she knew it.

         I was nearly four by then. He said I was a pretty little thing: blonde, blue-eyed, a scattering of freckles over my nose. Still skinny, though. And they said over at Sure Start they didn’t think I talked enough. My mother had shrugged when she told him that. ‘What do you reckon, Ace?’ she asked. ‘Do you think she talks enough?’

         ‘Talks too fucking much, if you ask me.’ He told me that was a joke.

         ‘You hear that, Hope?’ my mother said. ‘You talk too much.’

         I was sitting in an armchair, my feet dangling over the edge. I went on lifting crisps from the packet to my mouth and said nothing.

         My mother said, ‘The health visitor asked if she can say more words than I keep track of.’

         ‘Does she?’

         ‘No. She says about thirty words.’

         Ace said, ‘Don’t worry about it. She can get by on thirty words.’

         My mother looked worried, then dissolved into one of her rants. ‘It’s hard, you know. Bringing her up by myself. I didn’t know it was going to be this hard. I feel like I’m in a war all the time, fighting and fighting, and never getting anywhere. But I’m only fighting a child. She’s two foot tall and weighs next to nothing, but she feels like a bloody army to me. She’s stronger than I am. She can wipe me out and I’ll be lying there, totally beaten. There’s nowhere to go. I can’t ever get away, so I just lie there with my hands over my ears to drown out the noise, but she’ll keep it up for hours longer, like she’s determined to have every last drop of my blood. She never lets me sleep, always bloody needs something. I don’t get a chance to sit down, Ace. Not ever. I’m knackered. So knackered, I can’t describe it. She’s going to kill me. I know she is.’

         She was crying then. Ace put his arm round her shoulders and offered the only solution he could think of. ‘You ever considered putting her up for adoption?’

         My mother stared at him. ‘No,’ she said. ‘Never. She’s my baby, Ace. I couldn’t live without her. She’s my world.’

         She always did this – went on for ages about how dreadful I was, then said she loved me. It meant there was no escape. When I was older, I used to wait for her to finish one of her attacks by telling me to leave but she never did. She always said she loved me, despite everything, and there was nowhere I could go.
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         Not long after that, Ace said she went AWOL. He didn’t hear from her and she didn’t turn up to work for five days. When he called her mobile, it just rang and rang, and she didn’t reply to his messages. He knew the social had been on her case, threatening to take me away, and he wondered if that was why she’d disappeared. He wasn’t convinced she’d have taken me with her. She’d probably gone to get off her face.

         If one of those social workers went round and found my mother gone and me on my own in the flat, they’d remove me straight away, like they’d done with Elliot before me. And then what? Investigations, maybe. He wasn’t sure. It was alright for them to nose into my mother’s mad life, but if they started prowling round the edges of it, finding out how she made her money, then Ace’s head would be on the block as well. He didn’t need that sort of shit, not when he was finally making good money. He’d worked years to get where he was now.

         In his kitchen drawer was a key to our flat. My mother had given it to him ages ago, when they were semi-together, and never asked for it back. Later, when he’d finished his stint on the front desk, he decided he’d have to let himself in and find out what was going on.
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         It was just as he’d expected. Everything was a mess. Squalid. Unwashed plates, mugs and overflowing ashtrays on every surface. The coffee table in the living room was piled high with empty take-away containers, joint ends and abandoned syringes. Dirty clothes had been flung on the hall floor and left there. No one had been here for days, and there was a smell of shit coming from somewhere.

         He let himself into my room. There I was, lying in my cot – my mother couldn’t afford a bed for me, even though I was nearly four – eyes wide open, my body motionless. He said I looked at him with a pleading, bewildered stare, and as he moved towards me, he felt something inside him break. He was a strong man. He’d seen some scenes in his time, but he knew he was going to be haunted for the rest of his life by the look on my face – the fear, the pain, the grief, the total absence of all that was good.

         He reached into the cot and picked me up. ‘Come on,’ he said. ‘Let’s get you out of here.’

         When he told me about this, he made himself out to be a hero, the only person who really cared when my mother had lost her way. This was true, of course, but his reasons for caring were selfish, and he was slick. He expected me to be grateful and, in time, to repay him.
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         Always, she was waiting to hear from her mum, even though she pretended not to be, even though she pretended she didn’t care. Every day, as soon as she heard the clink of the letterbox and the flight of envelopes to the mat, she raced to the front door and flicked through every item of post, desperate for something in her mother’s untidy scrawl. It never came. The silence became a rock she kept bashing her head against, and the pain of it was killing her.

         ‘I didn’t mean to turn her in,’ she told me. She was lying on my bed, eating prawn cocktail Pringles. ‘And now she hates me and there’s nothing I can do.’

         ‘It’s not your fault,’ I said.

         ‘Whatever,’ she said, and turned away from me towards the window, where the sky was going through its late-evening psychedelics above the tarn.

         I knew what this guilt felt like, and I knew the deep emptiness of abandonment. I could see it in her as she lay on my bed, there in all her jagged edges that no one else wanted to touch, or even go near.

         But I wanted to touch them, I realised now. She was right beside me and I missed her. I missed her because she wasn’t close enough. I longed suddenly to reach out my hand and touch her, not just her hair or her face, but all of her.

         I didn’t, though. I waited until I was on my own in bed that night and let my mind drift, and I thought, I love her.

         
      Her.
      
    

         It shocked me.

         And then I thought, I wonder if she feels it, too.
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         One morning, her mind was on Lara.

         ‘I bet I can make her speak,’ she said. ‘I bet if I go in there and talk to her and tell her about Jade and my mother … I bet she’ll realise there’s someone who understands and she’ll talk to me.’

         ‘She hasn’t spoken for years, Hope,’ I said, because I didn’t want her going in and befriending Lara. I wanted her here, with me.

         ‘I’m going to make it my project,’ she said. ‘Project Lara. Before I die, I’m going to get her speaking.’

         ‘Will you stop it?’ I said, more sharply than I’d intended.

         ‘What?’

         ‘All this fucking talk of death. I can’t bear it.’

         ‘Annie,’ she said. ‘Annie, I’m sorry. I didn’t mean to upset you. I thought you understood…’

         ‘I don’t understand,’ I told her. ‘I don’t.’

         She sighed and fell silent.

         When she turned to me again, she spoke in a low voice and said, ‘Have you ever kissed a girl?’

         I shook my head, and she leaned towards me slowly, and for the first time, our lips met.
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         My earliest memories involved raiding other people’s skips with my mother. We used to find loads of stuff to take home with us: toys, furniture, old clothes. Most of it was grubby and weatherbeaten but came up fine after a rub down with soapy water, and I could remember spending whole afternoons in my room, happy among the treasure of someone else’s junk. But then my mother started working more and more, and my memories were of things bought new from shopping centres, of days out, and of Ace.

         Ace had always been there. He positioned himself as the peaceful anchor of our lives. When my mother had her mad nights, crying and screaming about the impossible hand she’d been dealt in life, he’d be there to look after her. I would lie in bed and hear him soothing her as if she were a child. ‘There, there,’ he’d say. ‘It will all be alright. You’ll be fine, Bex. You’ll be fine.’ And the next day, she always was.

         Sometimes, he spent the night and slept in her bed. Other times, my mother would be working and we’d all stay at his place. Staying over at Ace’s was a treat for me. He downloaded films on his huge TV and we’d sit together on the sofa and watch them with bowls full of popcorn and sweets. Now and then, I would feel the intensity of his gaze on my face and I’d look up, and he’d lean over and lightly touch my hair and say, ‘You’re going to be so beautiful, Hope.’

         ‘Am I?’ I always asked.

         ‘Oh, yes,’ he always answered, and then, when I was eleven, for the first time he leaned over and rested his lips lightly on mine. ‘So beautiful,’ he said again.

         I flushed with pleasure and discomfort.
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         In the room at the front of his house, the room where the men would sit and wait till their women were ready for them – the room that, if this were a doctor’s surgery, or a dentist’s or a school, would be called ‘reception’ – in that room, Ace kept folders of photos for men to look at.

         The photos were of his girls, naked except for jewellery and make-up. He took them himself, because he said he knew each girl and how to capture her on film, how to show her beauty and what he called her ‘soul’ – the furthest reaches of her that no man was interested in, but which Ace said showed in her face and made her unique and attractive.

         I was twelve the first time I modelled for Ace. I had tiny buds of breasts by then and the first strands of hair between my legs. Ace stood back with his camera while I stripped behind a screen in his living room and draped myself in a white chiffon scarf. As he snapped the images, he gave gentle instructions: ‘Just let the scarf fall an inch or so … That’s it … Beautiful.’

         He didn’t touch me, not at all, not once, but I could feel myself the object of his desire – his eyes on me, his deep appreciation of my maturing body, his love and his longing.

         ‘Now let the scarf fall all the way to the floor.’

         I did as he asked and kept my eyes fixed on the wall ahead of me while his camera went on clicking. I was aware of his strong breathing and of my own power, and an expanding wetness at the tops of my thighs.

         It wasn’t me, doing all this. It was as though I had left the unclothed body that was currently lying, legs wide apart, over Ace’s leather sofa, and I was watching from above, so that when he told me where to put my hands and how to adjust my hips, and to throw my head right back and give a little half-smile, I was able to do it easily and well, just as he wanted, just as he was asking.

         ‘Oh, good girl,’ he said afterwards. ‘My good little girl.’ And then he came over and kissed the wet space between my legs, looked up at me and said, ‘Oh, my darling. You enjoyed it. I knew you would.’

         But that night, he went to bed with my mother.
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         There were other men after that, ones who came to look at the photos of me. Ace didn’t keep them in a folder on the shelf for anyone waiting to browse, like he did with the images of the women. They were kept loose in a locked box on his desk, and he charged the men who wanted to see them. I didn’t know how much.

         ‘You’re precious, Hope,’ Ace said. ‘We need to keep you that way.’

         I thought then that he meant I should stay a virgin, but he didn’t. He just meant that anyone who wanted access to the young treasure of me would have to pay for it. ‘All you have to do for the next couple of years is be nice to lonely men. You’ll make a lot of money from it.’

         I did. I made a small fortune. All I had to do most of the time was pose the way I’d done for Ace and his photos, and one man at a time would come into the room, sit and simply look at me. They weren’t allowed to touch, not for a long time.

         Ace was thrilled. ‘You jewel,’ he said. ‘You little jewel. I always knew you would be.’

         He started buying me beautiful dresses and taking me out to restaurants where I tried oysters (disgusting), and where wild mushrooms (slimy) came served with a poached egg on the top of them. The puddings were always good, though: soft black-currant meringues with some kind of alcohol drizzled over them; or crème brûlée, with a hard caramel crust you had to smash with a tiny hammer to get to the smooth vanilla cream beneath.

         I liked it, being treated this way by Ace. He would look at me over his glass of red wine and tell me how beautiful I was. ‘He’ll be a lucky man, the one who gets you,’ he said. ‘A very, very lucky man.’

         I wished he would kiss me, but he never did.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         ‘What’s going on with you and Ace?’ my mother demanded.

         ‘What do you mean? Nothing.’

         ‘My fucking arse. Are you sleeping with him?’

         I was shocked. ‘No.’

         ‘Look at me and say that.’

         I stared my mother square in the face. ‘No,’ I said again.

         ‘You’d better not be, young lady. You’d better not be. If I find out you’ve been anywhere near him, I will break your little legs so badly they won’t open for anyone again.’

         ‘I’m not…’

         ‘Oh, don’t give me that,’ my mother spat. ‘All these dresses he buys you, these dinners he takes you out for … He’s never done that for me. Not ever.’

         I shrugged. ‘He must just like me more,’ I said, and knew it would hurt.

         My mother’s hand was sharp on my face. ‘You little whore,’ she said. ‘You filthy, disgusting little whore.’

         I lay a hand against my slapped cheek. I wasn’t a whore. I was twelve years old, still a virgin.
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         It was the day of my thirteenth birthday when Ace first allowed a client to have sex with me, and he charged a premium for it. I wasn’t yet fully developed – I’d only started menstruating two months previously – and it would cost the man who wanted to take my virginity fifteen hundred pounds. I would keep five hundred for myself and Ace would take the rest.

         ‘It’ll be someone decent,’ Ace said, reassuringly. ‘One of the men who’s already been in and seen you, someone who knows you well.’

         I took a deep breath. ‘OK,’ I said.

         ‘You don’t have to. If you’re not ready, we can wait. Six months, a year. Whatever.’ He ran the tips of his fingers over my cheek.

         I cast my eyes away and remembered how it felt when I was modelling for him, how it felt when he looked at me over dinner and told me how beautiful I was, and how he loved me. I remembered that fleeting brush of his lips between my legs and how I longed to feel it again.

         He leaned over and whispered promises in my ear.

         ‘I’m ready,’ I said.
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         It was OK, the first time. Not too painful. Ace had said I wouldn’t need to do anything except lie on my back and look up, and that was pretty much what I did. The bloke adjusted my legs, then there was some fumbling as he slowly – very slowly; he was definitely considerate, I gave him that – pushed his hard, fat knob into me. He jerked about for a few minutes while I kept my gaze on a tiny spider making its way over the ceiling. By the time it got to the wall and began its treacherous journey to the floor, the man had let out a few grunts and it was all over.

         I covered myself with a sheet while he dealt with the condom and got dressed.

         ‘Thank you,’ he said, and then walked out.

         So that was that. That was sex.
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         That night, while my mum was at work, Ace came over, like he’d promised. He did things to me, and showed me how to do things to him – things I’d never known about before. Some of it was disgusting and made me sick. Ace laughed at that. ‘You funny little thing,’ he said, as he reached for the tissues and wiped up. ‘You funny little thing.’ But other things were OK – he touched me in a way that made strange noises come from my throat, without me even trying.

         ‘There,’ he said afterwards. ‘You loved it. You came. I knew you would, sweetheart. I knew you would.’
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         I tried to understand her, but I couldn’t. I couldn’t understand how she was still longing for her mother, even after all this.

         ‘If it were me,’ I said, ‘I’d be glad to have got her sent down. I’d want her to suffer and suffer for what she did to me. And I’d want her to miss me and make herself sick with remorse, and I would never have her back in my life. Never.’

         She smiled wanly, her pale face even paler than usual. ‘It wasn’t her fault, though,’ she said.

         ‘Of course it was her fault. She knew what that man was like and what he’d want from you, and she still made sure he was part of your life.’

         ‘She had no other way of earning any money. We’d have starved if she hadn’t done that job.’

         I said nothing.

         ‘What about your mother?’ she went on. ‘Don’t you want her to come back and for everything to be OK between you?’

         ‘No,’ I said honestly.

         ‘But if she were well again and knew how badly she’d treated you and was sorry and promised to be normal, like other mothers … then would you? Would you go and live with her again?’

         That was the trouble with Hope. She knew how to do it. She knew how to ask the questions that cut straight to your core and made you feel as though you were standing naked in front of her, your whole life written on your skin.

         I kept my voice casual. ‘Wouldn’t everyone do that?’ I said.
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         Jade had come as a surprise. For ages, I’d wanted a baby. I couldn’t have my own, obviously; I was too young – but my mother could have one. She always said it was impossible. ‘I can’t bring up another child on my own. No way. I’ve got more than I can handle with you.’

         ‘I’ll look after it,’ I said.

         ‘You’re twelve years old.’

         ‘So?’

         ‘You’re too young to look after a baby.’

         ‘You let me do loads of other stuff I’m too young for.’

         ‘I’m not having a baby, Hope.’

         But four months later, I was thirteen and my mother was up the duff. That was how she put it: ‘Up the fucking duff again.’ She said she didn’t know whose it was. I suspected it was Ace’s. The men at work had to use condoms and the women would refuse if they didn’t.

         The thought of her being pregnant with Ace’s child made me want to die.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         At night, I dreamed of taking the baby and running off with it, and of Ace following me. The three of us would all live together, far away from here, far away from this shit heap of a flat and this shit heap of a woman. We’d be a family: Ace, me and the baby. There’d be enough money – Ace was loaded – and we could have a big house somewhere nice and I could stop working and bring up the children, and the children would go to school and have all the chances I’d never had, and then maybe, if one of them was a girl, she need never know about the men who liked to rent out the inside of female bodies, and instead she could have an easy, happy life with friends and sleepovers and dates at the cinema with boys who liked her.

         That was all I wanted. To live with Ace and have a family.

         But Ace had only made love to me – that was what he called it, and when he talked about it, his voice low, pulling my body towards him, I felt a sensation I couldn’t describe: like embarrassment, but sweeter, so much sweeter – eleven times; and now he’d stopped completely. I missed him. I lay in bed and moved my fingers between my legs, imagining him there, picturing myself doing those wonderful, disgusting, frightening things that sent him nearly crazy and made him say afterwards, ‘My absolute darling. You can never know how precious you are. My Hope, my jewel.’ I’d never felt so loved as when I was with him, and now, when I came on my own, I found myself murmuring his name. ‘Ace,’ I called into the darkness. ‘Ace,’ and the lack of him beside me made me weep.

         I ran my hands over my flat belly and wished it was me, pregnant with his child.
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         My mother made it clear from the start that she didn’t want a boy. ‘I just want another little girl. A lovely girl like my Hope.’

         She’d always been like that, my mother – always flitting from vile hatred to adoration, and I was never sure which was genuine.

         I didn’t mind what sex the baby was. I didn’t mind at all. Babies were such a luxury, as far as I was concerned – their soft skin, chubby faces, and the pure, clean smell of the completely new. It would just be such a joy to have one. I didn’t care about Ace and my mother now. They could fuck themselves. I was going to take care of the baby. It would be mine. My mother wouldn’t be able to look after it properly. She’d be sending it to Ace’s from the moment it was born. It would grow up in a brothel, just as I had. It would grow up thinking this was its life, its destiny, that there was nothing else out there.

         I’d known for a long time that my life wasn’t the one of a normal child, but recently that knowledge was becoming stronger. It wasn’t a life I wanted for this baby.
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         The baby was born at thirty-seven weeks. No one else could support my mother – Ace had gone to the Bahamas, unexpectedly – so I waited outside the delivery room, listening to her puffing and groaning and asking for drugs as the midwives cheered her on. Then finally, I heard a newborn cry, and a woman came out and asked if I’d like to go in.

         I stepped into the room and saw it: a tiny, grey baby held aloft while a midwife cut the cord.

         I was aware of myself sobbing. They placed the baby on my mother’s chest, but she was out of it and scarcely looked at it, so the midwife took it back and wrapped it in a towel. ‘Would you like to hold the baby?’ she asked me.

         I sniffed, then smiled and nodded, and sat down in the chair by the window. The midwife passed me the sticky bundle, still white and waxy from the womb. ‘Hello, baby,’ I said. Then I looked up and asked, ‘What is it?’

         The midwife smiled. ‘Why don’t you see for yourself?’

         ‘Am I allowed?’

         ‘Of course,’ the midwife said, and peeled back the edge of the towel.

         A girl.

         My mother would be delighted, but I was afraid.
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         We walked down to Meddleswater. It was August now and around us, the valley lay scorched and brown, and the lake had sunk so low we could barely see the grey gleam of it through the trees.

         ‘I’m boiling,’ Hope said, as we reached the shore. She sat on a rock, took her sandals off and dipped her feet in the water. Even now, in the merciless heat of the afternoon, she wore a long black skirt and black lace top. She lifted the skirt to her knees and the sight of her pale white skin made me draw breath. I wanted us to lay down together right here, to love one another on the shore of the lake, but there was nowhere to hide, no spot secluded enough.

         Behind us stood the smallest church I’d ever seen, no bigger than a barn. There was no stained glass, only arched lattice windows, and four ancient graves on the patch of grass by the door. Time had worn them. They no longer stood upright, but leaned back against the grey stonework of the church, weary with the duty of remembrance.

         Hope said, ‘We should get married here.’

         ‘Really?’

         ‘Definitely. It’s gorgeous. We won’t invite anyone. It’ll just be us two. You can be the groom and wait for me at the altar. I’ll be your gothic bride, sweeping up the aisle in black taffeta. We can have black roses everywhere, and afterwards, when it’s all over, we’ll fill our pockets with stones and wade out into the lake until the water covers us and takes us to a world of eternal love.’

         ‘Stop it, Hope,’ I said.

         ‘Why?’ She looked at me sideways for a while, then said, ‘You can’t stay here anymore than I can. You know that. You’re too full of guilt. It’ll destroy you.’

         ‘What guilt?’

         She took my hand in hers and held it for a long time. ‘I know what you did to your mother, Annie,’ she said.
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         Mum went back to working for Ace when Jade was three months old. Shortly after that, she was on drugs again. She’d been on and off them for as long as I could remember. Coke, smack, acid – whatever she could lay her hands on. ‘Work’s easier if you’re out of it,’ she said, by way of explanation, when I confronted her about it. ‘I’m sorry, lovey. It won’t be for long.’

         But it was for long. It was for ages. Months. Whenever she came home from work, she’d be glassy-eyed and vacant, her voice slow and drawn, and she’d spend the day lying on the sofa, lost in a world that was barred to me, and which I had no desire to enter.

         I worried about leaving Jade alone with her. I tried not to, but I still had to work, still had to make sure there was money to buy Jade’s formula and nappies, and whatever else she needed. My mother wasn’t on top of any of that. I arranged my shifts at Ace’s around her. Once a week, when my mother had a night off, I would work. I’d cut my hours right back since Jade’s birth. I didn’t want the baby hanging around at Ace’s. I wanted her to be looked after properly, by someone who loved her, far away from that world.

         Jade was six months old when Ace phoned at eleven one night and told me there was a bloke in reception who only wanted me. He wanted me, he said, right now, and was willing to pay.

         ‘How much?’ I asked.

         ‘Five hundred.’

         Five hundred pounds. It was a lot of money, quickly made. Recently, I couldn’t stop thinking about taking Jade and getting away from here, but I’d need money if we were ever to do that, and five hundred pounds was too much to turn down.

         ‘OK,’ I said. ‘I’ll be twenty minutes.’

         I left Jade with my mother, both of them in bed. It would be OK, I told myself. Jade mostly slept through the night now and probably wouldn’t wake before five. I thought of leaving my mother a note and putting it beside her bed: Gone out. If Jade wakes up, you need to go to her. But she was so used to me doing all the night waking, she’d probably just bury her head under the pillow and fail to even turn the light on. And then Jade would be left, crying and crying…

         I tried not to think about it and just caught a taxi to Ace’s, where I survived the job for an hour and came home again. It was one o’clock in the morning. My mother was up, pacing the flat, talking into her phone in a voice filled with panic.

         ‘Just send someone out. Please. There’s a baby here. It’s not mine. I don’t know how it got here…’

         I stepped forwards, ‘Mum,’ I said.

         My mother gasped and dropped the phone. A terrified expression appeared on her face. She stared at me and cowered. ‘Who are you?’ she asked.

         ‘Hope. For fuck’s sake, Mum, are you off your fucking head?’

         I grabbed the phone. ‘Who is this?’

         A calm, female voice said, ‘It’s the police.’

         ‘My mother is fine. Please ignore this call. She’s fine.’

         I hung up. My mother looked at me and slowly returned. She slumped against the living-room wall. ‘Sorry,’ she said breathlessly. ‘Sorry.’

         ‘Where’s Jade?’

         ‘In her cot.’

         ‘You fucking idiot, Mum. You fucking idiot.’

         I strode into Jade’s room. She was lying on her back beneath her blanket, arms out over the mattress, sleeping soundly, so far untouched by the chaos around her.
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         She said she was psychic, and that was how she knew.

         ‘I thought psychics told the future, not the past.’

         ‘We can tell everything,’ she said.

         ‘Bollocks. You can’t just dress in black, carry a pack of cards around and know everything that’s ever happened in the world.’

         ‘I can,’ she said, ‘when I feel a deep connection to someone.’

         ‘Have you always been like this?’ I asked.

         She shrugged. ‘Probably. Then when they sent me to secure, I decided I needed to get interested in something – you end up with a lot of time on your hands in secure. So I ordered these cards and a book, and taught myself how to do it.’

         ‘Did they mind? You know, all that fucking about with the occult?’

         ‘It was a secure unit, Annie, not a church.’

         ‘My mother would hate you,’ I said.

         She raised her eyebrows. ‘Really? Even though I’ve uncovered the truth about her wicked daughter?’

         ‘Especially because of that,’ I said. ‘My mother knew the devil’s work when she saw it.’
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         I’d tried to keep light about it, but the memories now kept on surfacing. That night, I dreamed she’d come back to punish me. She said I was the devil’s child and needed to do penance, and whipped me until my back was covered in bright-red welts.

         I woke up, sweating and breathless. All I could see in the darkness was her mad, angry face, spitting with vitriol as it always did when the rage gripped hold of her. She was always like that, and often, I admit, I wanted her to die.
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         The day I was to pinpoint as the moment everything changed came a few weeks before the catastrophe. I’d been working all morning with one of my more decent regulars. He was only about twenty-two and he was shy. What he really wanted, I knew, was a girlfriend, but he didn’t know how to talk to women. He became sweaty and nervous in their company, and couldn’t look at them. When I first met him, he was twenty-one, desperate to shake off the shameful burden of virginity. Now, he was more confident and today had told me that he worked part-time at B&Q, on top of doing his degree, just so he could come and see me every week.

         ‘I like you,’ he said, and I was aware of a gentle warmth expanding in my chest. It was a strange feeling I didn’t quite know what to do with, so I said, ‘No, you don’t,’ quite sharply, and he left soon after that.

         As I walked home, I kept recalling the look on his face – shocked, hurt, taken aback – and hoped I hadn’t driven him away. He was the only client I liked. I wondered if one day he might ask me to meet him outside of work, go on a proper date to the cinema or something, like a proper boyfriend. We weren’t supposed to do things like that, but Ace would never know if I didn’t tell him.

         It was a cold morning. October. The sky was as grey as the pavement beneath my feet and the blocks of flats ahead of me. I sometimes had the sense that I lived my whole life in monochrome, and everything inside me was fading to match my surroundings. I imagined my brain, dull and flabby in its skull case, greying with lack of use; and my heart just a stone beneath my skin.

         At least I had Jade. Things hadn’t gone well for me since they’d kicked me out of my last school, but Jade’s birth had set me going again, as if I’d just been a stopped clock in need of winding up. School wasn’t for me. I couldn’t see the point of it, and anyway, it was all so difficult and boring. But looking after Jade was worthwhile. I could see a point in that. When she first came home from hospital and my mother had been so tired all the time, I would feed her all her bottles and then sit with her on the sofa and watch TV while she slept on my chest. She had brown hair, silky beneath my fingers, and her shoulders were covered in down, like a peach. I understood then why people said they could eat babies. It seemed to me that swallowing her whole would be the only way to keep my sister safe.

         I wondered what state my mother would be in when I got home. I had assumed I’d set off for work that morning before she was up, but it crossed my mind now that maybe it had been before she’d even come home, and perhaps that made me guilty of leaving Jade alone in the flat. I shuddered at the thought of it. Before I left, I’d been in and checked on her, sleeping soundly in her cot, but I hadn’t bothered to check my mother’s room, to make sure she was there. I never went into my mother’s room if I could help it. I never knew who or what I might find.

         As I approached our building, I saw it straight away: the mound lying on the grassy patch beside the path that led to the front door. It was completely still, no movement at all except for the occasional lift of a few strands of hair in the breeze. Even though more than 300 people lived in this block, I barely had to look to know it was my mother, passed out on booze or drugs, possibly dead, but more likely just languishing in her escape.

         My first thought was for Jade. Where was she? I barely glanced at my mother as I let myself into the block and hurried up the stairs to the second floor, where our flat was. I could hear her before I even got the door open. Inside, everything was a mess of Diet Coke cans, unwashed plates and Jade’s toys all over the floor. I stepped over it all to the door that opened to my sister’s room and found her standing in the cot, holding on to the bar, howling with rage and what looked to me like heartbreak. Her face was bright red, flooded with tears, and snot had run down and soaked her pyjama top. Her breath had to be gasped between sobs.

         When she saw me, she held out her arms and went on crying. I picked her up and lifted her out of the cot. ‘It’s alright,’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry, Jade. I’m so sorry. I didn’t mean to leave you.’

         She let me hold her, but wouldn’t look at me.

         I carried her into the living room and sat down with her on the sofa, trying to soothe the tears away. It hurt to see her like this, knowing that she’d felt so abandoned, that she’d been crying for me for ages and I hadn’t come.

         She did calm down eventually, until the sobbing was just huge and occasional, as if she would suddenly remember how upset she’d been and let out one last gasp at the thought of it. I looked around at the chaos of the room and thought about my mother still lying outside in the grass and said, ‘I suppose we’d better go and see how she is.’

         She was still flat out. Not dead, but it seemed to me that there were long spaces between each breath, and each breath was shallow and not how it ought to be. I put Jade down on the ground and let her toddle over to the hedgerows while I knelt beside my mother and shook her. ‘Mum,’ I called. ‘Mum, wake the fuck up, you fucking disgrace.’

         My mother didn’t move. I noticed her trousers were wet and realised that she had pissed herself. I stood up and kicked at her stomach – not hard, but enough to rouse someone sleeping the sleep of ordinary people.

         I pulled my phone out of my back pocket and sent a text to Ace:

         Mum passed out on ground outside house. Looks almost dead to me. Can’t sort her out. Got Jade to look after. Come over, would you, and deal with this shit for me. I’ve had enough.

         Ace replied straight away: Give me five minutes. I’ll be there.

         I took Jade’s hand and led her up to the flat. Thank God for Ace. I didn’t know where any of us would be without him.
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         There was no food in the flat, except for a few packets of noodles and two tins of tomato soup. Nothing at all for Jade’s lunch – or breakfast, as she’d clearly not been fed yet today. I’d need to go down to the Spar on Newlands Road, or maybe get Ace to drive me to the big Asda on the roundabout. There was money in my pocket from this morning, but I wasn’t spending that. It was supposed to be my mother’s job, making sure there was food in the house. I opened the hall cupboard, where my mother kept her cash in a toy treasure chest that had a tiny, flimsy padlock; her idea of security.

         Inside was just a single twenty-pound note. I knew how much she’d been working recently. There ought to have been hundreds, maybe even thousands. She’d blown the lot.

         I took the note and shoved it in the back pocket of my jeans. There’d be no point waiting for Ace and heading to the supermarket with only twenty quid. I wanted to get out of here quickly, anyway – let him deal with my mother, let him bring her back to consciousness while Jade and I were out of the way and didn’t have to see it.

         Quickly, I got Jade dressed in a stripy top and dungarees, then washed her face and brushed her teeth. I carried her down to the lobby and wheeled the pushchair out from under the stairs, the place where everyone in the building stored the stuff they couldn’t take up to their flats. I bundled Jade into it and clipped the straps together, and noticed again how badly it was in need of a wash: dirt and stale biscuit crumbs filled the creases in the seat; the fabric was stained with apple juice; and even the handles were somehow oddly grimy, perhaps from when my mother had been pushing Jade around while suffering the sweats of withdrawal.

         I wheeled the pushchair outside and there was my mother, still lying unconscious on the ground. I felt as if I ought to be crying, or at least alarmed enough to have called an ambulance, but when I looked at my mother like that, now with saliva trailing from the corner of her mouth, all I felt was disgust and a need to not let Jade see it. Jade deserved more than this, I thought, as I walked her away towards the main road.

         It was only half a mile to the Spar, past the park where there were never any children, and up the hill to the parade of shops, the chippy and the launderette. That was where I saw him, leaning against the wall, smoking a cigarette.

         My first thought was that he hadn’t noticed me; I could turn and leave before he did, but then I thought perhaps it would be good to see him like this, away from work, away from Ace. Maybe we could talk properly and I could apologise for having spoken so harshly to him that morning.

         ‘Hi,’ I said.

         He looked up, surprised. ‘Bella.’ He said my work name. ‘Do you live around here?’

         ‘Yes.’ I made a gesture with my hand roughly in the direction of the flat.

         I noticed he was staring at Jade. I said, ‘This is my sister. I’m looking after her for the day. Giving my mum a rest.’

         He eyed Jade doubtfully, as if he wasn’t sure whether to believe me. He shifted his weight awkwardly from one foot to the other while he finished his cigarette, and I became gradually more and more conscious of the fact that this bloke had seen me naked, had paid me to suck his dick, had paid me for the chance to perfect his own oral sex technique so he wouldn’t have to be too nervous when he did finally meet a girl he wanted to impress…

         I looked away from him.

         He said, ‘I’m sorry about what I said to you this morning. I know I shouldn’t have. It’s just…’

         ‘That’s OK,’ I said, still keeping my gaze fixed on the ground. ‘Sorry I was rude. I…’ I wanted to say I like you, too, but it felt all wrong to say it here, while he was leaning against the wall of the launderette and the smell of vinegar and chip fat hung all around us, in some cruel mockery of romance.

         He shrugged. ‘Don’t worry about it.’

         I waited a while, to see if he was going to ask me out.

         He threw his cigarette butt in the gutter and said, ‘Maybe I’ll see you next week.’

         ‘Maybe,’ I said.

         He glanced again at Jade. I couldn’t work out his expression, but it looked to me like he couldn’t wait to get away, and I knew at that moment I was never going to see him again.
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         Suddenly, it seemed like everyone was obsessed with my mother. At the home, they gave us all therapists. Hope and I had conventional, talking ones, because we were old enough. Lara had play therapy. ‘She has to act out her mum’s murder using little Playmobil babies and dolls’ houses,’ was Hope’s guess. She was probably right, though obviously we never knew what really went on.

         My therapist was called Lucy and she came to see me for an hour twice a week. Usually, she let me lead the way. She’d say, ‘How are you this week, Annie?’ and I’d say, ‘Fine, thank you,’ and she’d tilt her head to one side and ask, ‘Fine?’ and I’d say, ‘Well, not fine. Not exactly,’ and then I’d tell her everything that had pissed me off or upset me since I last saw her.

         Now, though, she’d obviously decided we’d been dancing around the edges of my life too long and the time had come to wade into it.

         ‘I’ve been wondering … Do you think about your mother, Annie?’ she asked.

         I could feel myself harden, my whole body becoming rigid, as if I were turning to rock, or perhaps a tree. She’d have to cut me down if she wanted that story.

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘Not often.’

         This wasn’t true. I thought about her a lot. I could write a book about it.

         
            
        Significant Moments in My Life with My Mother
      

            By Annie Cox

            Part One

            My mother, Caitlin, was eighteen when she had me; young by anyone’s standards but folly for someone like her, who was so vulnerable she was usually only one bad night away from total collapse. My father, she told me as soon as I was old enough to listen, was a scoundrel. Caitlin liked that word. It had something of the nineteenth century about it, a time when women were pure and helpless, and too easily undone by the wicked desires of bad men.

            Like most scoundrels, my father left when my mother announced she was pregnant. She always paused at this point in the story, allowing me to fully absorb the deep dreadfulness of my father and begin to hate him, but my grandma said Caitlin became pregnant on purpose. They’d been two years into the new millennium, for God’s sake, and my grandmother had made absolutely certain that her feckless daughter – always a disappointment, brought up for quiet studiousness, but preferring to lurch from one sexual drama to another– was on the pill. ‘But she’d become terrified he was going to dump her, so she stopped taking it and made sure she got pregnant. She actually thought he’d marry her if she did this, but of course he didn’t. His parents were furious. Everyone spoke of abortion; his parents said they’d pay for it, so she could have it done straight away – but she refused. She made herself out to be the only one taking responsibility for this terrible accident.’ Caitlin always said she’d ‘fallen pregnant’. A strange term, which added to all the mysterious accidentalness of the business.

            And so there it was. My mother became the victim, and the heroine, of her own story. Abandoned into motherhood too young, all hopes of a career and the love of a good man dashed, she descended into a yawning pit of melancholy. But she did her best. Always, she did her best. And her best was too much for her. She would kill herself, doing her best for me.
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            When I was born, my grandmother bought me a bag full of gifts, one of which was a small, cuddly pig. Every afternoon, so my grandmother said, Caitlin would lay me on the old brown sofa, wave the pig in my face and say, ‘Look, Annie. Daddy.’ No one knew what the purpose of this was, apart from perhaps her own amusement, but she was reportedly devastated when, at ten months, my first word turned out to be ‘Daddy’. She threw herself on that old brown sofa and howled her sorrow into its dusty fibres. ‘After all I’ve done,’ she wept. ‘After everything that happened.’ As if I, the baby, had done this just to spite her.

            I wondered often if this was when my mother started to hate me.
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            My mother had a chequered career. Sometimes she worked, and sometimes she didn’t. She tried a bit of everything to keep the wolf from the door: shop work, cleaning, telesales, waitressing, caring, cooking in a chip shop, admin … ‘You name it, I’ve done it,’ she said. ‘And what for? Work every hour God sends and still there’s not enough to pay the bills.’

            We were often having our electricity, gas, or telephone cut off. Caitlin went to money-management classes at the Job Centre but they were no good. ‘If you’re going to learn how to manage money, there needs to be some money there to manage in the first place. They told me to open three bank accounts – one for rent and bills, one for food and one for saving. These people have no sodding idea, Annie. Once I’ve paid rent on this place and we’ve eaten three meals a day, there’s nothing left. Three bank accounts, for God’s sake! Three bank accounts on five pounds eighty-five an hour. What do they think this money is? Fucking elastic? Bastards, they are, Annie. Bastards. They think we’re skint because I don’t manage my money properly. I’m skint because I’m not bloody paid enough.’ And then she curled up in a ball on the sofa and cried for the evening, and for days after that, there was no food.
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            One of the problems with the jobs was they never lasted very long. My mother would become ill again, or she’d get laid off because the bosses couldn’t afford to keep her anymore, or she’d fall out with someone who annoyed her – she was flammable, my mother – and get fired. So she’d end up back on Jobseeker’s, and that meant there’d be nothing. No food, no heat, no light. Nothing. Every penny had to go on rent. ‘Your bloody father. He needs to pay some bloody child support before we end up on the streets.’

            She had no idea where he was. ‘He went off to university,’ she said. ‘Probably earns a fortune by now. Pockets the lot of it without a thought for the mess he left me with.’

            The mess, of course, was me.
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            But then there were the times when she’d suddenly think we were rich. One morning, when I was about eight, she burst into my room at 7.30, opened the curtains and said brightly, ‘Don’t go to school today, Annie. Stay with me. Let’s live like the queens we are.’

            I sat up in bed and squinted against the light. My mother had her back to me. She was peering into my wardrobe, muttering something, then suddenly she spun around and said, ‘None of this will do. We’ll go out and get you something decent, shall we?’

            ‘Alright,’ I said.

            ‘Something that will make you look beautiful.’

            I liked the sound of this. I’d never looked beautiful in my life before.

            My mother was wearing a bright-pink cotton dress and a tiny cream-coloured cardigan – I later knew it was called a bolero. Her hair was down and her eyes had a wild, excited look about them. ‘We’re rich, Annie!’ she cried, then pulled me out of bed and danced me around the room. ‘We’re rich!’

            ‘Are we?’

            ‘We are. Let’s buy you a dress, and then we’ll have lunch somewhere posh and expensive. Or maybe tea. You like tea, don’t you?’

            ‘Tea’ to me meant corned beef and chips, but I had a feeling my mother was talking about something very different. ‘Yes,’ I said. ‘I love tea.’

            ‘Then we’ll go somewhere wonderful. That big hotel by the river.’ She laughed and rained kisses down on my face. ‘Come on, darling. Get dressed and clean your teeth. We’ll go in a taxi, shall we?’

            I nodded.

            Excitement had made my mother sound like a young woman. Her dress was crisp and smart. She was smiling in a way I had hardly seen before, but the wear and tear was still there on her face.

            ‘Come on!’ she said again. ‘Get dressed!’

            I got dressed and cleaned my teeth and then we walked down to the Oxford Road and hailed a cab. It dropped us outside The Oracle, a place I didn’t often go – a sterile, shining shopping centre, everywhere luring us in with its promise of the brand new.

            Caitlin took my hand. We walked quickly, purposefully, until we came to a shop that displayed girls’ dresses in the window. ‘This looks good,’ she said, and took me inside.

            We chose a white cotton dress with pink flowers and a black net petticoat that made it puff outwards. Wearing it – which Caitlin made me do straight away – I felt like a frog in a ballgown. Uncomfortable. I barely recognised myself.

            Caitlin hurried me out again, to a taxi rank where we caught a cab to London. ‘That big hotel by the river, please,’ she said to the man. She turned to me and winked, and held my hand as we travelled. Her joy was frenzied. She shook with it.

            I had no idea how we’d suddenly become so rich. The hotel, when we arrived, was lavish and pillared, and guarded by smiling men in suits and hats. They asked if we’d booked, and my mother said importantly, ‘No, but I am Caitlin and this is my daughter, Annie,’ and the guards stood by and let us in, as though these were the names of people who mattered.

            My mother giggled. ‘See, darling?’ she said. ‘See?’

            I didn’t know what she was talking about.

            Someone showed us to a dining hall, set out with round tables draped in ivory linen. Surrounding them were palm trees and golden cherubs, the gold ceiling held up by marble columns and weighted down by chandeliers.

            A black-uniformed waitress seated us at a table. I watched my mother and copied her as she tucked her serviette into her collar and let it hang over her chest, thick and heavy as a blanket. The waitress returned to take our order. ‘Afternoon tea for two?’ she asked.

            My mother said, ‘Yes, please.’

            ‘What tea would you like with that?’ And the waitress recited a list so long it sent my head spinning: royal English, rooibos, mint rooibos, chocolate mint rooibos, rooibos red, lemon verbena, orange and passionfruit, Ceylon orange, Lapsang souchong, Assam, Earl Grey, Lady Grey, Moroccan mint, chai, chamomile flower, jasmine tea, rose tea, Darjeeling…

            My mother said, ‘Have you got normal tea? Yorkshire tea’s what I like.’

            The waitress’s lips twitched, as if she found this very funny. ‘We don’t have Yorkshire tea. If you like ordinary breakfast tea, I recommend the royal English.’

            ‘Fine. We’ll have that, please.’

            The waitress went away.

            Over in the corner, a man was playing the grand piano.

            ‘Listen.’ My mother leaned back in her chair, closed her eyes serenely and began softly humming the tune he was playing, mostly getting it wrong.

            She sat like that for ages: leaning back, eyes closed, gently swaying, humming the wrong notes at the wrong time. I noticed a few people around us look at her curiously. Nervously, perhaps.

            The waitress brought our tea, laid out on a three-tier silver stand. Crustless sandwiches cut into small rectangles, some white, some brown, some with grains, some with olives, some with tomatoes, all sat on the bottom tier; four tiny scones in the middle; and on top, delicate cakes like none I had ever seen before – pastel yellows and greens and deep chocolate browns, with shards of caramel and drizzles of dark-pink sauce.

            It was as if I’d lived with my nose pressed up against a sweet-shop window for years, and now someone had opened the door and let me in.

            While my mother went on in her musical trance, I reached over and took a chocolate cake. It was soft in my hand, a small velvet luxury. My eyes filled with tears. I wasn’t sure what to do with it. I saw someone else simply bite into theirs, half a cake in one go, so that’s what I did too and suddenly, my mouth erupted into life. Tastes I’d never known before ran over my tongue. I swallowed, and chocolate fondant slipped down my throat. Nothing I’d ever eaten had prepared me for this. My stomach received its new riches, then ached with the desire for more.

            I did it again. Chocolate, mint, caramel, strawberries, cream.

            My mother was still there on her chair opposite, eyes closed and swaying.

            I went on eating.
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            The next day, things went wrong again. My mother didn’t get out of bed and I didn’t go to school; then the landlord came round and shouted through the letterbox until I opened the door.

            ‘Your mum in?’ he asked.

            I shook my head. ‘She’s not well.’

            ‘She’s fifteen days late with this month’s rent. I can’t keep putting up with this, tell her. She needs to find a way to pay me.’

            ‘OK.’

            He left. I went upstairs and spoke to my mother.

            ‘I can’t do anything about it now,’ she said.

            I asked, ‘Is there any money?’

            ‘I don’t know. Go down to the community café if you’re hungry. They’ll feed you. They’re open in the mornings.’

            I went back downstairs. We were poor again. That much, at least, was clear.
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            Hope

         

         My mother was mostly out now, always working to buy the drugs she needed to get her through the job. She’d always said she didn’t mind the work. It was easy money, more than she could ever make doing anything else, and because Ace’s work – running a brothel – was illegal, she got cash in hand and didn’t have to pay any tax.

         I used to believe her when she said she didn’t mind the work, that she actively liked it because of the money she made. ‘There’s this idea out there that women are only sex workers because they have no choice or they’re exploited, but I choose this work, Hope. It gives me independence and a good life. It’s not always easy, but no job is. Don’t let anyone tell you I’m a victim, or you’re a victim. This is good work, well paid.’

         It made sense, but now, when I came home from my days out with Jade and found my mother on the sofa again, entirely absent from life, I could see this wasn’t good work at all. Or perhaps it just wasn’t good to have been doing it for as long as my mother had. Perhaps it was a career where people burned out after a few years and needed to move on. Besides, I was learning for myself now that, although the money was nice, the work itself was revolting. I carried on because I had to, but I was determined to find a way out, a way to avoid descending into my mother’s particular hell.

         Mostly now, I wouldn’t let her go near the baby. I looked after her myself – bundled her up in the pushchair, took her out to the park, cafés, baby groups at the Sure Start Centre. The other women at these places were much older than I was. They didn’t speak to me. I could tell they thought Jade was my baby, and disapproved. They looked at me with pursed lips and shook their heads, as though they themselves were angels, or as though their versions of immorality – I knew one of these women was cheating on her husband – were less immoral than mine.

         I didn’t go to school. Education and me had given up on each other years before. I kept getting kicked out for rudeness to staff, or for throwing stuff around, or for hitting the girls who wound me up. In the end, I wasn’t really welcome anywhere. Some bloke from educational welfare came round a few times, and my mother said I was being home schooled. She showed him a maths book and a few sheets of paper with some punctuation exercises on them, and he seemed satisfied.

         We were happy together, Jade and me. Looking after her was easy. Maybe she was an easy baby, or maybe I’d found something I was good at for once. That was what the staff at Sure Start said to me. ‘You’re a natural, Hope,’ one of them remarked, when Jade was seven months old and I was helping her to crawl, moving her knees forwards for her so she got the hang of what she had to do. ‘You’ve got so much energy and patience.’

         I liked Sure Start. Susan, who ran most of the stay-and-play sessions, taught me how to make baby food from scratch and freeze it in ice-cube containers so Jade would always be well fed. I made her loads of stuff: chicken and leeks; lentils and potatoes; tiny pasta in spinach sauce; carrots. I even made her liver. She liked it. She liked all of it. I loved feeding her, knowing that what I’d made was filling her up, doing her good.

         I wanted to keep her. I wanted her to be my own.
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         ‘Ace says you haven’t shown your face at work for weeks.’

         ‘I’ve been looking after Jade.’

         ‘We need money, Hope. We really need money.’ There was a panicked pitch to my mother’s voice.

         I said, ‘Jade’s a baby. She needs looking after.’

         ‘Take her with you.’

         I said nothing.

         ‘I said, take her with you.’

         ‘Ace’s house isn’t a place for a baby, Mum, and you know it.’

         My mother shrugged. ‘It was fine for you when you were a baby.’

         I looked her straight in the eye. ‘It wasn’t.’

         ‘And what do you remember about it? What harm did it do you?’

         I struggled to give words to what I was feeling. I wanted to say it wasn’t that being there as a baby was harmful, but that being exposed to it all my life was … wrong. It was wrong to bring a child up to think this was normal, that this was what they should be aiming for. All I knew was that I never wanted Jade to go through the doors of that place. Not ever.

         I said, ‘I’m not taking her. I’m not. If you stopped spending all your money on fucking drugs, you wouldn’t need me to work.’

         The slap on the face came hard and fast.

         And I struck back.
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         ‘Your mum loves you, Hope,’ Ace said, leaning back in his chair in the front office and drawing on his e-cigarette. He exhaled. Raspberry-scented clouds filled the air and then faded above our heads.

         ‘You look like an idiot,’ I said.

         ‘Why?’

         ‘Because you’re a massive fucking pimp and you smell of raspberries.’

         ‘What should I smell of?’

         ‘I dunno. Tobacco and leather.’

         ‘But she does love you,’ he said again. ‘And little Jade.’ He was in his ‘I’m the closest thing you’ve got to a father’ mode and wasn’t going to let it go.

         ‘Yeah, I know,’ I said. ‘Just not enough.’

         Three days had passed since my fight with my mother. Neither of us had won. I had bruises on my legs where my mother had kicked me. She had a black eye where I’d delivered a punch. I had never been violent before, but I was sick of living with a woman who was such a waste of space. I wanted to get away from her, but had no idea how.

         ‘Why do you say that?’

         I shrugged. I’d gone as far as I was prepared to go with this conversation. Ace would always stick up for my mother. Always. He’d lost interest in me, never came near me for sex anymore. He only bothered with my mother these days, although I wasn’t sure what else was going on between them. Ace had been around, shagging my mother, all my life, but I had no idea whether what they had was serious, or if Ace was just messing around like he’d obviously been doing with me, even though he’d said I was precious, even though he’d said he loved me, that he couldn’t get enough of me and carried photos of me in his wallet.

         Sometimes – more often now than I used to – I would remember the girls I’d known at school. I’d think of their young faces, their plaited hair, their white ankle socks and school bags, and wonder what they were doing now they’d turned thirteen. Having their ears pierced maybe, getting into make-up, hanging around with boys and hoping for a snog. None of them, I was sure, would be longing to make a forty-year-old man come back to bed with them.

         Ace said, ‘Have you got money?’

         ‘Yeah.’

         ‘That’ll keep her quiet, then. That’ll please her.’

         ‘She’s not getting it.’

         ‘What?’

         ‘She’s not getting it. No way. She’ll blow the lot on drugs. I’m keeping it for Jade. She needs food, nappies, new clothes. Loads of stuff.’

         Ace looked at me for a moment. ‘You’re a good sister to that baby.’

         ‘I’m pretty much her mother now. Mum does fuck all.’

         ‘She does her best.’

         ‘Her best is shit.’

         ‘She loves you, Hope.’

         ‘So you keep saying.’

         ‘I was there when you were a baby. The social workers wanted to take you away, but she fought and fought to keep you. She was never going to let you go. You kept her on the straight and narrow for a long time.’

         ‘Not long enough.’

         Ace shrugged. ‘Don’t be too hard on her. She hasn’t had it easy.’

         ‘Lots of people don’t have it easy and they still manage to show up for motherhood. She’s off her face all the time. She can’t look after Jade. I’ve had to get the neighbour to keep an eye on her while I work. It’s crap, Ace. Really crap.’

         ‘I know. I’m going to talk to her about getting treatment again. She knows she needs it.’

         ‘Does she?’

         Ace nodded. ‘She really does. There’s a programme I’ve been looking into for her. I can pay for it. Therapy, methadone, that sort of thing.’

         ‘Can she start soon?’

         ‘If she agrees to it.’

         ‘She’d better. She’s going to lose us both if she doesn’t.’

         Ace sighed. ‘You two need some space between you, that’s clear. You can’t keep hurting each other like this. But I promise you, Hope, your mum wants you to be a proper, loving family. She wants a good life for you and Jade. You’ve been doing a great job with her. She knows she owes you so much for that.’

         I shrugged. ‘Jade’s the best thing that ever happened to me. I don’t mind looking after her. I want to look after her. She can’t bloody do it, can she?’

         ‘She wants to.’

         ‘She’ll have to fight me.’

         ‘She’s Jade’s mother.’

         ‘Only by birth. Our social worker knows it’s me that does everything for her. They’ll let me have her, once I’m old enough, once I’ve got money and a house and everything.’

         Ace looked at me seriously. ‘And how are you going to get those things, Hope? You’ve got no education.’

         ‘So?’

         ‘There’s not much you can do without one. No normal employer will have you.’

         I knew what he was saying: Come back and work for me. Close your eyes and make a pretty fortune.

         I fell silent.

         Ace said, ‘Listen, your mum needs treatment, there’s no question of that. She’s upset at what happened between you, and I know she’ll agree to it. How about you and Jade come and live with me while she gets herself sorted? You can have the whole top floor, just the two of you, far away from the business side of things. I won’t expect you to work, and I’ll help you out with money when you need it. You can’t go on like this, beating up your mother.’

         ‘I didn’t beat her up. I punched her because she fucking well deserved it.’

         ‘Whatever,’ Ace said. ‘The two of you need to live separately for a while, and unless you want to go into foster care, I suggest you take me up on my offer.’ He reached into his wallet and handed me a wad of notes. ‘There’s two hundred pounds to start you off,’ he said. ‘I can knock off here around eight tonight when Max takes over. Why don’t I take you out? We can go to that Italian you like, the one where you get those massive sundaes.’

         That was what he did now. Instead of taking me to posh restaurants and treating me like a woman, he took me out for pizza and ice cream, as if I were ten years old. It left me with a bruised feeling in my chest, made me think he’d only been pretending. Maybe he had. Maybe he’d never loved me, never thought I was beautiful.

         I shook my head. ‘No,’ I said. ‘I don’t want your fucking ice cream.’

         ‘But I bet you want my flat,’ he said, then leaned back in his chair and smiled at me like a winner.
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            Annie

         

         The bombshell came from nowhere. The two of us were hanging around the kitchen one morning, raiding the cupboards for snacks, when Helen walked in, just after 9.00. She always worked the day shift. She was the manager and not having to sleep here was a perk of her job. She looked at us and smiled, and said, in a serious voice I’d never heard her use before, ‘Sit down, girls.’

         Lara wasn’t there. She was hiding somewhere, like she always was. So my first thought was that somehow Helen had found out Hope and I were sleeping together and she was going to tell us off for it.

         ‘What?’ Hope demanded, because she, too, had noticed Helen’s tone and knew it meant nothing good. ‘Are we in shit?’

         Helen shook her head. ‘Not at all. Sit down, please.’

         We both sat down.

         ‘Right,’ Helen said. ‘I’ll get straight to the point. We all know there is a lack of funding now for homes like this one. They’re expensive to run and the government wants to save money. I’m afraid we’re being shut down. Not immediately, but probably just after Christmas.’

         ‘Oh, fucking hell,’ Hope said. ‘So what’s going to happen to us?’

         ‘Your social workers will find new placements for you. They’ll be in nice homes, I’m sure. And you’ll both be sixteen soon. It won’t be for long.’

         ‘Will we be together?’ Hope asked.

         Helen paused, then said, ‘Realistically, love, that’s unlikely. There aren’t many places, so we’ll have to take what we can get.’

         Immediately, Hope threw back her chair and hurled the first few things she could find at the wall. Glass shattered on the floor. Water dripped down the paintwork. ‘Fuck you,’ she said. ‘Fuck you all.’

         I walked over and slipped my arm around her waist. ‘It’s OK,’ I said. ‘It’s OK. We’ll be alright. They won’t … We won’t let them … They won’t…’

         And just like that, Hope calmed down.

         They’d have been fools to split us up. She was dangerous without me.
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         Upstairs, we spoke in low voices.

         ‘They won’t separate us. No way. We’ll run away first.’

         ‘We’ll die if we have to. We will. They won’t keep us apart.’

         ‘No. They won’t keep us apart.’

         Our lips met and we kissed for a long time. When we pulled away, I opened my eyes and saw Lara standing ghost-like in the doorway, watching…
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         It had rained in the night, so in the afternoon we took ourselves off to the waterfall. We stripped naked and sank into the pool, reaching for each other beneath the water, arms and legs entwined, our mouths meeting over and over, the love between us as tangible as rock.

         Afterwards, we sat on the grass at the water’s edge. She stared straight ahead at the summit of Crinkle Crags. ‘The new homes won’t be anything like this,’ she said.

         ‘No.’

         ‘They’ll be in some shithole town where everyone’s skint and on drugs, and there’s no light at the end of any of the tunnels.’

         ‘I know,’ I said.

         ‘And they’ll separate us.’

         ‘Yes.’

         The thought was unbearable.

         We were silent for a while, then she said, ‘I’m glad I met you.’

         ‘I am, too.’

         ‘Will you marry me?’ she asked.

         ‘Yes,’ I said, and we both knew what that meant, without her ever having to mention it again.
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            Significant Moments in My Life with My Mother

            By Annie Cox

            Part Two

            The community café was housed in a green Portacabin behind a church on the Oxford Road, and opened every Monday, Wednesday and Friday. You had to get the food bank to refer you if you wanted to go. There was a whole entry system that went like this:

            
                

            

            1 Get a referral to the food bank from a social worker, health visitor, doctor or someone from Citizens Advice.

            2 Take your coupon to the food bank and collect a box with enough food to keep you for three days. In ours, we got a small box of cornflakes, two tins of economy beans, one tin of tomato soup, one bag of dried pasta, one jar of economy tomato sauce, one tinned treacle sponge.

            3 Repeat the above, but only once more in the next twelve months. If you are still struggling, move to step four.

            4 Get a referral by the volunteers at the food bank to the community café. They give you another coupon.

            5 Take your coupon to the community café. There, you will be given a cup of tea, one hot meal and whatever Greggs has left over that’s past its sell-by date (usually donuts). They will also give you a bag of stuff to take home.

            
                

            

            I didn’t have a coupon but wandered down there, anyway. The wooden steps up to the door were wet and rotting, and I had to hold the railing to steady myself. Inside, there was a smell of powdered soup and old sweat.

            A few sunken-eyed clients sat silently at the tables, their hands cupped around mugs of tea. A woman from Shelter moved among them, doling out free advice on how to avoid homelessness. There was a journalist as well, and two people from Reading University, carrying out research into food poverty. More people were watching the clients and making notes than there were actual clients in the room. On the walls were lots of large-print posters: ‘Struggling with irregular work?’ Or ‘Has illness affected your ability to pay?’ Or ‘Loan sharks: don’t be fooled.’

            I went over to the hatch from where they served powdered soup and baked potatoes. The volunteer today was Valerie, who I knew.

            ‘Hello, Annie, love,’ she said, wiping her hands on her apron. ‘What brings you here? Have you got your coupon?’

            I shook my head.

            ‘Come and sit down, lovie. Let me get you some soup.’

            I took a seat at a table. In the middle was a plate of biscuits. I eyed them and felt my stomach clench.

            Valerie brought me a small mug of leek soup and sat down opposite. ‘Have a biscuit,’ she said, pushing the plate towards her. ‘Have the Jammie Dodger. That’s what I’d have.’

            I took the Jammie Dodger. It was soft, but I didn’t care.

            ‘Now,’ said Valerie. ‘What brings you here?’

            ‘Caitlin isn’t well,’ I told her. ‘She’s been in bed for weeks and won’t talk to me.’

            We were distracted by a man at the table next to us, who suddenly started crying. A woman sat down with him and handed him tissues. He held out some papers to her. ‘The hospital says I can’t work,’ he managed, between sobs. ‘But they keep telling me I have to. I’ve been in the Royal Berks four times this year with slit wrists but they keep on saving me. I don’t want them to save me. And because I’ve been out of work more than three months, they say I have to spend thirty-five hours a week looking for a job, so I have to be logged into their website all that time. But I haven’t got a computer at home. I’ve got to go to the library down the street, but it’s only open in the mornings because they’re shutting it down, so they’ve cut my money again and I’ve got no food. I don’t want to be here. I just want to be dead.’

            The woman opposite him made sympathetic noises and handed him more tissues. Valerie stood up and said, ‘Here, come with me, Annie.’

            I followed her to a side room, full of plastic trays loaded with sliced white loaves and packets of donuts.

            ‘Now,’ she said. ‘Tell me about your mother.’

            ‘That’s it,’ I told her. ‘She hasn’t been out of bed for ages and there’s no money. There’s nothing left to pay the rent and the landlord keeps coming round.’

            ‘Is there any food in the house?’

            ‘Only tea bags. We always have tea bags. She buys big sacks of them whenever her benefit’s paid.’

            Valerie thought for a moment. ‘You know I’m not meant to give you anything from here unless you’ve got a referral from the food bank, but we’ve had some good donations recently. I’ll sort you out with a bag of stuff. Do you want a baked potato? I can bring you a baked potato from the kitchen. And here,’ she turned round and took a four-pack of donuts from the tray behind her, ‘take these. Don’t eat them all at once, mind. You’ll be sick as a dog.’

            I took them gratefully. I couldn’t help it. While Valerie was gone to fetch me a baked potato, I ripped open the packet and crammed as much of one donut into my mouth as I could. I chewed rapidly and swallowed too soon. It hurt. I took another bite, then another. Jewels of sugar coated my lips and the donut was gone. I’d have reached for another one if Valerie hadn’t come back in then.

            ‘Here we are, love,’ she said, and put the potato down in front of me. ‘You tuck in.’

            I tucked in. Then, without warning, I started to cry.

            Valerie kneeled down on the floor beside me and put her arm around my shoulders. No one except my grandma had ever done that before. ‘There, there,’ she said. ‘There, there. It’ll be alright, lovie. It’ll be alright. You have a good feed and you’ll feel better.’

            But I wasn’t crying because I was hungry. I was crying because Valerie could never be my mother.
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            I was eight when I wrote my first letter to my father. In my head, he was a bit like God – distant, invisible, but loving – and for this reason, I thought the fact that I had no idea where he lived wouldn’t be a problem. Like God, he would simply sense my letter, as if it were a prayer, which in all the ways that mattered, it was.

            I had an idea that my father would make my mother well if he came back. I knew his name was Ross and that he’d gone off to London to become someone important shortly after my mother fell pregnant. ‘He should’ve stuck around and been a father. That’s what’s important,’ my mother said, but my grandma said I mustn’t be too hard on him. He was only a boy, after all. I couldn’t tell whether ‘only a boy’ meant nothing much could be expected of him because he was a child or because he was male. Either way, my grandma led me to believe it wasn’t all Ross’s fault, and by then I was beginning to suspect that the prospect of a life-time with my mother really might be something to flee from.

            At that time, paper was thin on the ground in our house, so I took some from the tray in my classroom and brought it home with me. I knew my mother would be at work in the chip shop till late, so I wrote on the sofa, leaning on my reading book. There was something blissful about the freedom of being alone in the house with nothing to do but write to my father, knowing Caitlin couldn’t interrupt or tell me off. I knew, of course, that she’d be unhappy about it.

            
                

            

            13 Mason Road

            Reading

            14th June, 2010

            Dear Ross,

            My name is Annie Cox and I am eight years old. I live in Reading with my mother, whose name is Caitlin Cox. You used to know her.

            You’ve never met me, but I am your daughter. There’s only me and my mum in our house. I haven’t got any brothers or sisters. Other things you might like to know about me are:

            
                

            

            1 I can play the recorder.

            2 My favourite TV programme is Pointless.

            3 I am good at maths.

            4 I like going to school more than being at home (this makes me quite unusual).

            5 I am a brilliant speller.

            6 Caitlin works at the chip shop. She brings home the leftover chips.

            7 I am hoping that one day I might get to meet you. Please write back.

            
                

            

            Love,

            Annie Cox

            
                

            

            I folded the letter in half and kept it under my pillow, expectantly, like a tooth.
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            It took two weeks, but my mother found it. I was downstairs at the time, watching Saturday morning TV, when I heard her shout, in that unmistakable way of hers, ‘Annie! Come here, please!’

            I went to my room. My mother was standing in the middle of the floor, my letter to my father in her hand, and a scornful look on her face. ‘What’s this, then?’

            I said nothing.

            She read it out, line by line, in a voice that mocked. When she finished, she looked hard at me and said, ‘So, Little Miss Brilliant Speller, what is this?’

            I said, ‘I don’t know.’

            ‘You don’t know? Well, I know, Annie. I know. I’ll tell you exactly what it is. It’s a load of bloody shit. Do you think this man still thinks about you? Do you? Let me tell you, Annie, he thinks nothing about you. Nothing! “Please write back.” What a joke. How dare you be thinking about him, writing to him, when I’m the one who has given up everything – everything – for you? I could have walked out, gone to university like him, had a good life, but I ended up with you instead, and this – this – is how you repay me.’

            She held the letter out in front of her and tore it to shreds. There was real violence in that ripping sound.

            I watched silently as my mother threw the torn pieces of paper into the air and let them fall. Then quickly, fiercely, she turned and slapped me across the face. It was so hard and so sudden that I fell backwards on to the floor.

            ‘How dare you? How dare you? You have broken my heart, Annie. Broken it! Do you see? Do you see what you’re doing to me?’

            I couldn’t get up. I felt my mother’s feet in my stomach, kicking and kicking until I thought I might be sick.

            My mother was sobbing. ‘Look,’ she cried. ‘Look what you’ve done to me. Look how you’ve hurt me.’ And then she lay down on my bed and howled.

            After a while, I stood up again. I moved silently around the room, picking up the pieces of paper and putting them in my pockets.

            My mother was always like this, and I had no idea how to get away.
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            Hope

         

         I liked living at the flat. I’d thought Ace would try to get me to work again, but he kept his word and didn’t. He hardly came near me. I lived up there by myself with Jade, far away from the business below. Now and then, an envelope with fifty quid in it would be pushed under the door, and I knew it was from Ace. It helped. I used it to buy our food and pay the bus fares to the Sure Start Centre.

         But then one evening, Ace came up to visit. He brought a bottle of wine with him and a miniature of whisky, and we sat together in the front room and talked and laughed the way we used to, and later, just before he left, he sat back in his chair, swallowed the last of his whisky and said, casually, ‘If we ever end up in court, Hope, you know I’ll always win. You consented to all of it.’

         I stared at the floor in silence. He came over, kneeled down in front of me and tilted my face upwards again, then kissed me lingeringly on the lips. ‘Goodnight, my darling,’ he said, and left.
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         My mother didn’t come over until we’d been there three weeks. I wasn’t sure if she’d deliberately left it so Jade and I would be settled before having to tackle a visit from her, or if she just couldn’t be bothered. It would, I realised, involve an unexpected change in character for my mother to give any thought to what might be best for me in these circumstances, rather than just doing whatever the hell she felt like. When she arrived, though, it appeared she really had changed. Or at least, that she wanted to convince me she had. Or that she was trying to.

         ‘Baby,’ she said, the moment I opened the door, and then she flung her arms around me and sobbed for a while.

         I stiffly endured her emotional affection. God, it was all so demanding, this love of my mother’s, all so draining. I used to long for one of those mothers whose love was nurturing and caring, instead of so bloody dramatic and needy. But it was too late now. I was never going to have that. All I could do was look after myself and Jade.

         My mother let go of me. I stood aside to let her into the flat. She looked tired and thin, and worn in the face.

         ‘I’m off the drugs, baby,’ she said earnestly. ‘I’m off them.’

         I nodded. I would have liked to build up slowly to this conversation – made a cup of tea first, sat down, talked about the weather or how Jade was doing. But that wasn’t my mother’s way. If she had something to say, she didn’t hang around waiting for the right moment. She just blurted it out, spilled the entire contents of her head all over the room, then grew angry when people didn’t know what to do with it.

         I said, ‘I’ll go and get Jade.’

         Jade had been having her afternoon sleep in the cot Ace bought when we first moved in. When I went into the bedroom, she was sitting up, rubbing her eyes. She saw me and held out her arms, and I lifted her over the bars. She leaned her head sleepily on my shoulder. The desire to hold on to her, to strap her to my body and keep her there forever, was overwhelming.

         I carried her out to the front room.

         My mother looked at Jade and started sobbing again. ‘Jadey,’ she said. ‘My little baby.’

         I snapped. ‘Mum, stop being so fucking weird. You’ll scare her.’

         My mother wiped her eyes. ‘Sorry, love. I’m just…’ She wrung her hands together in her lap. ‘I want you two home. I love you, baby.’

         ‘This is temporary, Mum. As soon as I can, I’ll be getting out of here for good.’

         ‘I feel like you hate me.’

         ‘Don’t start.’

         ‘What can I do, baby? What can I do to make it up to you? I’m off the drugs. I promise you. I’m doing really well. I want you back. I want you both back.’

         I said, ‘You’re not having her. You can’t look after her. I’ll go to social services if you try and get her back. I’ll tell them everything.’

         ‘I know I’m not a good-enough mother,’ she said. ‘I know that.’ She started crying again. ‘But one day…’

         ‘It shouldn’t bloody be like this, Mum. It should never have been like this.’

         ‘Let me have her now and then. It’ll give you a break. Let me have her on Sundays. Just for the morning. A few hours. That’s all.’

         I nodded. ‘Alright,’ I said, and wished I hadn’t.
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         All night on Saturday, I slept badly. I kept waking with visions of my mother unleashing her vicious temper on Jade, and Jade bewildered, wondering why she was there, and where I was. I knew all too well what it meant to be at the receiving end of our mother’s fury – like being tossed into dark waters, flailing in every advancing wave, with no idea when it would stop, or if the light would come.

         I didn’t want Jade exposed to it. My mother had promised nothing bad would happen, that she was in control of her anger now, but I wasn’t so sure. Rage was a part of her. It was the fuel that kept her going.

         She’d been over every day since her first visit. She stayed for an hour each time, sitting with Jade on the floor, playing with her, talking to her, making her laugh – trying to prove to everyone that she was well, she could do this, that we’d be able to trust her to have us back before long. I was having none of it.

         ‘Try and be less frosty to her, Hope,’ Ace said. ‘She’s doing her best.’

         He always said that, as if the fact that she was doing her best should be enough. It wasn’t enough. She’d always done her best and her best had always been feeble.

         I got up at 6.30 on Sunday morning, while Jade was still asleep. I was going to work this afternoon, after my mother had been to pick Jade up. This wasn’t the way I wanted to be living, but I needed to build up savings, and sometimes you just had to say fuck the method and take the money. But you needed a tough heart for this work. That, at least, was something my mother had given me.

         I looked at myself in the bathroom mirror. I was fourteen years old, and had a heart mostly of rock. If it wasn’t for Jade, it would scarcely beat at all.
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         My mother came over after lunch. She was looking better than I’d seen her look for months. Her cheeks were less sunken, the rings round her eyes less dark, her smile less strained. Jade went with her willingly, without crying. Alone in the flat for the first time, I sat on the sofa in the front room and allowed myself to feel for a minute that life might be improving. Slowly, that was the key, I realised now. I’d been too impatient before, thought that running away would solve everything, but now I realised I needed to do it in stages: save enough money by working for Ace so that eventually I’d be able to do something that didn’t pay as well but which I could be proud of. I thought I might like to open a shop one day, selling children’s things – one of those posh shops, like a wonderland where everything was crazily expensive. I’d be good at that.

         But for now, I was a sex worker, and there was money I had to earn.
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         When I came back into the flat, I checked the time on my phone. 16:26. When Jade was here I would often wish her away – not for long, just a couple of hours so I could watch TV for a while, or sleep, or eat a sandwich without her wanting to share it. But now there was just a sense that Jade was missing and ought to be here.

         I wondered sometimes what I’d ever done before Jade, or what life would be like if she’d never come along. I wasn’t sure how people got through the days with only themselves to care about. Without Jade, I knew, I’d be a mess: drinking probably, smoking, staying out late with stupid men. I saw other girls doing it all the time, telling themselves this was what they were meant to be doing, what being young was all about. Freedom, madness, fun. I watched them from behind the window of my own life and thought, No. All everyone really needed was a reason to stop doing this.

         Jade was my reason. I wanted her to be my mother’s reason, too. My mother said she was, but I knew by now that words meant nothing. Action was what mattered.

         ‘She’s doing well, Hope,’ Ace said. ‘She’s got methadone. She’s off the heroin. You can’t expect too much, too soon. Give her six months.’

         But it wasn’t as wholesome and reliable as Ace made out. She wasn’t on any kind of proper rehab programme. Ace had just managed to get the methadone from some contact of his. His whole mission in life was to keep his women, his work and my mother’s drug habit off the radar of the authorities, and that involved never going to the doctor. The methadone Ace had found could be anything.

         16:42. She was bringing Jade back at 5.00. I didn’t mind letting her look after her for a few hours, but it was important that for now her evening routine stayed the same, and that meant coming home so I could give Jade her tea and a bath. Never before had I had the guts to stand up for anything the way I stood up for what she knew was right for my sister. I’d fight anyone for her, even just for her right to have a bath in her own home.

         16:46. My mother wasn’t yet late, but I felt oddly, unexpectedly anxious. Where was she? Since I’d finished work, I’d been picturing Jade in my mind: playing with building blocks, stirring cake mixture, guzzling milk before her nap. Now, I couldn’t picture her at all. She ought to be bundled into her coat and shoes, ready to come home, but I had a sense, an ache as certain as knowledge, that this wasn’t happening, that something in Jade’s day was going wrong.

         I picked up my phone from the sofa and texted my mother: Everything OK? Are you on your way?

         Nothing.

         I dialled the number instead. My mother’s phone rang and rang.

         It’s OK, I told myself.

         16:50. Ten minutes. I’d give it till they were meant to be here, then I’d get on the bus and go round. No, I wouldn’t. I’d done four hours’ work today and had £400 in my purse. I’d ring for a cab.

         I tried Ace’s phone. No answer. I sent him a text: Can you call me?

         Nothing.

         The silence was unbearable.

         I tried to shake off the anxiety, which was slowly rising to panic. There was no reason to be feeling like this, no reason at all. It was insane, to get an idea in your head and let yourself go mad like this. Absolutely insane.

         Except…

         I grabbed my denim jacket from where I’d slung it over a chair and shrugged it on as I ran down the stairs to the front door. There was a taxi rank just around the corner. It would be quicker than phoning, or at least, it felt better to be moving instead of standing still, waiting, waiting.

         Nothing has happened, I told myself. Nothing is wrong except something you’ve dreamed up from your own mad head.

         I looked at my phone again. The screen was blank except for the time, displayed in large white numerals: 17.00. Jade should be home now.

         What would I say, if my mother called to tell me they were at the flat and I wasn’t there?

         I’d have to lie. I’d have to make something up about going to the shop to buy Jade’s tea. I couldn’t say I’d decided at half past four that something had happened to my sister and the thought of it had driven me mad until I could stay at home no longer, but had to go out and find her. Everyone would think I was mental.

         A taxi was at the rank, waiting, when I arrived. ‘Douglas Estate, please,’ I said as I climbed in. ‘The block of flats by the hairdresser’s.

         The driver nodded, switched on his indicator and pulled out.

         I leaned back against the seat and tried to catch my breath. I closed my eyes, but all I could see behind them was Jade, and she was crying.
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        Annie
      

         

         And then one morning, it happened. The letter arrived from her mother. By this time, she’d stopped moping round the letterbox and resigned herself to the fact that her mother hated her, had disowned her, wanted nothing to do with her ever again, not even when she came out of prison.

         It was Danny who brought it to her. ‘Letter for Miss Hope Lacey,’ he said, and dropped the pastel-pink envelope on the kitchen island in front of her.

         She looked at me. ‘My mum,’ she said. ‘It’s from my mum.’ And her eyes shone and her fingers shook with the excitement of it.

         I watched as she ripped the letter open and read it, quickly the first time, then again more slowly, and again.

         When she’d finished, she passed it silently to me.

         
            
        Holloway Prison.
      

            
        July 2016
      

            
                

            

            
        Hope,
      

            
        Sorry I haven’t been in touch. There’s nothing much to talk about. Life in prison is terrible and all my letters get read before I send them, so prying eyes mean I can’t say any of the things I want to say to you, my girl.
      

            
        They told me you’re in a home. Probably a good place for you. See no evil, hear no evil, do no evil and all that. I hope it works out there for you. Apparently, it’s a good chance for kids to turn their lives around. Good luck with that.
        
      

            
        Got to go. Four years, eight months till I’m out of here. You’ll be nineteen by then. If I don’t hear from you, I promise I’ll find you, sweetheart.
      

            
        Bex.
      

         

         ‘That’s good,’ I said. ‘Good that she’s been in touch at last.’

         She shook her head. She’d waited months to hear from her mother, and now it was just this. Short, no love, no kisses, not even ‘Mum’, just ‘Bex’.

         I watched her read it again and fold it away.

         ‘It’s a threat,’ she said. ‘The letter’s a threat. The guards read your stuff in prison, so she has to keep it subtle, but I know it’s there. I think she wants to kill me.’

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         That afternoon, she disappeared. I had no idea where she’d gone. For the first few hours, I just sat in her room and waited. She’ll be back, I told myself. She wouldn’t run away without me. She wouldn’t.

         A couple of hours passed. I knocked on Lara’s bedroom door. There was no answer, so I let myself in. She was sitting at the window, staring out at the fells. The room stank of decay. It hit the back of my throat, and I choked on it.

         ‘Have you seen Hope?’ I asked.

         She didn’t look at me, or do anything to register that she’d noticed my presence.

         ‘It stinks in here,’ I told her. She continued to do nothing.

         ‘I’ll be telling Helen you’ve got something disgusting in your room. What is it?’

         Silence.

         I left and went back to my own room.

         At 6.00, Clare called us down for dinner. She set plates of lasagne in front of Lara and me, then looked round expectantly. ‘Where’s Hope?’ she asked.

         ‘I don’t know. We were together at lunchtime, then I went to the loo and when I came back, she was gone.’

         ‘Annie! For goodness’ sake, why didn’t you say something?’

         ‘I’m sorry. I didn’t realise. I thought she’d be back.’

         I could hear the threat of tears in my voice, and so could Clare. She softened. ‘Alright, love,’ she said. ‘Let’s try not to panic. What time was it when you last saw her?’

         ‘About one.’

         She nodded. ‘OK,’ she said, then turned her head and shouted, ‘Danny!’

         He came in from the office. ‘What’s up?’

         ‘Hope’s gone,’ Clare told him.

         He looked blank. ‘Gone?’

         ‘No one’s seen her since lunchtime.’

         ‘Jesus Christ.’

         I thought, This is it. She’s done it. She’s leapt off a fell top and dashed her head against the rocks. I wanted to say to them, ‘She’s dead. She’s killed herself,’ but the words wouldn’t come and I wondered if this was how Lara felt all the time – so afraid that her throat was blocked.

         Danny made a movement towards the door, ready to set off and look for her.

         ‘I’ll come,’ I said. ‘Let me come.’

         ‘No. You stay here. She’s more likely to show up here than I am to find her out there.’ I could tell he was trying to keep his voice light, but he was worried. He had no idea where to start. There were so many places she could be, so many places to lose herself and die in this landscape.

         He headed out the front door. The sun was setting over the fells, leaking into the inky-blue sky, and I thought, She is dead.

         I didn’t know what to do. I went to her room to see if she’d left a note. Under her pillow was a piece of paper with writing in a large, masculine scrawl:

         
            
        See you on the 14th. A xxxxx
      

         

         I checked my phone. Today was the fourteenth.

         I stared again at the note in my hands.

         
            
        A xxxxx
      

            
        
          A xxxxx
        
      

            
        
          A xxxxx
        
      

            
        
          A xxxxx
        
      

            
        
          A xxxxx
        
      

            
        
          A xxxxx
        
      

            
        
          A xxxxx
        
      

         

         Ace Clarke. She’d gone off to meet him, after everything he’d done to her and everything we’d shared.
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         For the first time ever, I wanted my mother. No. Not my mother. A mother. Someone who would know what I should do, how I could make this alright. Someone who’d brought me up with the strength I needed to deal with this, instead of feeling that it was all too much and I needed it to go away.

         That was the trouble with my past, I knew that. It wasn’t as bad as Hope’s, but it had left me weak and afraid, and all I could do to ease this pain now was eat. So that was what I did while I waited for her to come home, and it took me right back to that night with my mother.

         The memory of it – the guilt and the shame – made me sick.

         
            
        Significant Moments in My Life with My Mother
      

            By Annie Cox

            Part Three

            My grandma told me I’d be able to leave when I was eighteen. ‘Grin and bear it, darling,’ she said. ‘Your mother’s a bully, we all know that. No one can stand up to her, but get your head down at school and work your way out. Make sure she always takes her meds, mind.’

            ‘Meds’ was short for medication. After that time at the hotel I’d told Grandma all about what had happened, and she’d marched Caitlin to the doctor’s and had her diagnosed as bipolar. Now, she took lithium to control it, but she was still a nightmare. You can leave when you’re eighteen. Eighteen. Further off than Australia.

            I knew other mothers weren’t like this. I’d seen them in the school yard, carrying their children’s book bags and kissing them goodbye. Some of them even came into the classroom to help with reading. They smiled and talked. I couldn’t imagine crazy, angry scenes in their houses, where children were hit and kicked and yelled at, nearly all the time.

            There was no way I could last till I was eighteen. For a long time, I thought about running away. I’d seen runaways on TV. I could go and find my father in London. He’d be happy to see me, and the two of us could live together in a house full of food. But I had no idea how to get there, or where to find him if I ever did get there. I was nine years old, with nowhere to go.

            The only place I could think of was the community café. There were whole rooms there that looked unused to me, and I’d be able to live in one of them and eat as much as I wanted. All those fading donuts and Jammie Dodgers, and warm baked potatoes and soup. My mouth watered at the thought of it. And there’d be no one shouting at me from the moment I woke up in the mornings, no one telling me what a horrible girl I was all the time, and demanding that I love them.

            It was the school holidays. Easter. My mother was working behind the counter in a chemist on the Oxford Road. She used to come home with make-up and paracetamol tablets and gifts she said the boss had given her. She brought me a hot-water bottle once, held in a brightly striped knitted cover. I loved it. I carried it all around the house with me, enjoying its warmth through my clothes and the smell of wet rubber. I planned to take it with me when I left.

            I knew I’d need to get to the community café in the morning because that was when the doors were open, but I also needed not to be seen. Valerie was only there on a Friday, so I decided to go on Wednesday and avoid her. Even then, I wore a hoodie with the hood up.

            The community café was familiar to me now. Valerie turned a blind eye when I rocked up there with no coupon. She just let me eat. The day I ran away, I was lucky it was busy with clients and researchers, and managed to slip in unseen. There was a small room at the back, not much bigger than a cupboard, and I knew I could hide in there. There were shelves full of tinned fruit and condensed milk, and bags of rice and pasta, and strange grains I’d never seen before. ‘Couscous’, the packet said.

            I made myself a hiding place out of boxes, which I arranged in the corner, then squeezed myself in behind them. If I curled up small, there was a chance no one would find me there. The light was on – a fluorescent strip light that went the length of the ceiling – and the switch was on the wall outside, so darkness would be no shield.

            I sat there for ages among the boxes and tins of food. I didn’t know how long it was. Perhaps half an hour, perhaps four hours. Every time I heard footsteps or voices coming towards me, my heart would start pounding. I hadn’t really thought about the fact that this was trespass and I could be in real trouble if someone found me there, but I thought about it now. I also thought about what I was going to do if no one found me. Would I have to spend the rest of my life here, in this cupboard? It wasn’t really what I wanted, and now I was stuck here, afraid to be found and afraid not to be found. I’d been lured here by the thought of food; and in my head, Valerie had been here, looking after me like a mother. Except that wasn’t going to happen. If someone found me, I realised now after however long I was alone in the cupboard, they would probably be cross.

            The thought brought tears to my eyes.

            Then, suddenly, the light went off and the door was locked.
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            Hours and hours passed. Later, I found out the light had been turned off on Wednesday at 2.00 pm, when the volunteers all left. The darkness didn’t change at all. There were no windows here, so no gradual fading and re-emerging of light to let me know the day was ending or morning was coming. It was just dark.

            After a while, my stomach started rumbling noisily, so I stood up and stepped over the boxes and fumbled on the shelves for something I could open. When I managed to grab hold of a can, I ran my fingers over the top in search of a ring pull. I found one eventually and pulled it back. I sniffed. Fruit and syrup. I pulled out the pieces of fruit and ate them one by one. Mandarin segments. My hands were wet and sticky with the juice. I wiped them on my clothes, then tipped my head back and drank the rest straight from the tin.

            I did this several times over the next two days. All in all, I ate:

            
                

            

            1 Two tins of rice pudding;

            2 Four tins of baked beans;

            3 One tin of something disgusting I’d never tried before but which turned out to be a tin of pilchards;

            4 Three tins of various sorts of fruit;

            5 Four tins of tomato soup;

            6 Two tins of chicken soup;

            7 Two tins of chicken curry;

            8 One tin of potatoes;

            
                

            

            The trouble then was, I needed the toilet.
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            For two days, I ate and slept and prayed that someone would find me. I cried now and then. The building was empty, I knew that. Silent, empty and creaky. It didn’t stop me from trying to get out. I banged on the door and called, ‘Help me,’ but no one came, and no one came.

            I was filthy and the whole room smelled. I didn’t know what they’d do when they found me here.
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            Eventually, I heard footsteps outside the room, but by now I was afraid. I wanted to slip away without being seen, just the way I’d come in, but the door was locked. Was there any chance someone would unlock the door before they needed to come in, and I could make my escape without anyone ever knowing? Maybe. I clung to that hope.

            It was futile. After a while, I heard the footsteps coming closer again, and this time, they didn’t walk past. They stopped outside the room, then the key turned in the lock and the light came on. I squinted in the new, harsh light and quickly arranged myself in a ball behind the boxes again, all the empty tins by my side.

            The door opened. It was Valerie’s voice I heard. She made a noise of horror and disgust, followed by, ‘Oh, my God.’ It only took her a second to spot me, huddled behind the boxes, my head bent low with shame.

            ‘Annie?’ she asked, coming towards me.

            I said nothing. I could feel my heart thumping loud and hard.

            ‘Annie?’ she said again, and pulled the boxes aside. ‘My God, Annie. What does this mean? What are you doing? The police are out looking for you.’

            I began to cry.

            ‘Come on, love,’ she said, reaching for my hand. ‘Let’s get this sorted out. Let’s get you home.’

            I didn’t want to go home, but I had no choice but to follow her.
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        Hope
      

         

         She wasn’t crying when I got there. My mother and Ace stood together on the grassy area outside the flat, my view of them from the road half obscured by a hedge. Jade was lying back in my mother’s arms, her face tilted to the sky, her whole body limp.

         I paid the cab driver and felt myself running in slow motion. ‘What’s happened?’ I said. I could see Jade’s eyes were open, but her pupils were like tiny pinpricks in her huge grey eyes, and the tips of her fingers were blue.

         I could feel my heart, frozen and heavy in my chest, ready to deliver cold water to my veins. Ace took my arm and steered me to one side, while my mother jumped up and down on the spot, shaking Jade and shaking her again, as if she could somehow force the life back into her. ‘Come on, Jadey,’ she was saying. ‘Come on, my baby.’

         Ace looked grave. I had never seen him so serious. He said, ‘We think she drank your mother’s methadone.’

         I said, ‘Is the ambulance coming?’

         Ace said, ‘We can’t call an ambulance.’

         ‘What the fuck do you mean? Call a fucking ambulance.’

         ‘Do you want Jade to be taken away, Hope? Do you want to see your mum in prison?’

         I reached into my pocket for my mobile phone. Ace tried to swipe it from me, but missed. I hit 999.

         ‘Put the phone down, Hope.’

         A female voice answered my call.

         ‘I need an ambulance.’

         ‘Put the phone down.’

         ‘My thirteen-month-old sister has taken methadone.’
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         They’d left it too late. The doctors said there was nothing they could do, and she died in the night. My mother broke down and sobbed. I let the shock numb me, although I knew straight away that this was going to be too great, too much for me ever to cope with. There was no way back from this, not for me.

         The police arrested my mother and took her away, and I was sent to emergency foster care. I stayed there for three nights until they found me a new place. It was meant to be long term, but I hated it. It was simple enough to wreck a placement. You just had to go a bit mental – throw some stuff around, shout a lot, swear in front of the younger kids. Easy.

         And so it began. A whole year of foster placements that never lasted longer than a month. My mother was banged up for manslaughter and never even sent me a note to say she was thinking of me, she was sorry, she wished it hadn’t turned out like this.

         All I wanted was to go back to Ace’s, where I could be safe and looked after. I didn’t care about anything anymore. I could do the work if he told me I had to. I just needed to get by until I died. Because I was going to die, I knew that. The pain of losing Jade was too much. It would kill me before long.

         So I ran away. And I stayed with Ace until they found me and sent me to more foster carers. Then I ran away again and in the end, they gave up trying to find someone to care for me and locked me up instead.

         It was probably for the best, being locked up with a load of nutters. I wondered if it meant I was a nutter as well. I used to stand at the mirror above the sink in my bathroom and stare at myself. Did it show in my face? Were those the stark blue eyes of a madwoman? It was hard to tell. I didn’t look healthy, I knew that much. If anyone looked at me, would they be able to see that I’d been a fourteen-year-old sex worker with a sister who’d died at the hands of our drug-addicted mother? Or would it be the other way round? Would people find out about the things that had happened to me and then want to look at me, imprinting my face on their memories so they could say to themselves, ‘That’s what a child prostitute who lost her sister looks like?’ It often felt like that to me. It had felt like that in the courtroom, when I’d had to testify against my mother. No one could stop looking at me then. Except my mother. She hadn’t looked at me at all.

         I was meant to be thinking of my future while I was there. They dangled it in front of me as a positive thing, something to be looked forward to, walked towards slowly, day by day, until eventually I’d arrive at it, glowing and happy and rich, the past behind me, locked safely away. I had to start now, they said.

         But I couldn’t. I had no strength for anything anymore, and there was a dark mist in my mind that clouded everything. Nothing I could do would make anyone understand, so I started dressing in black then, to keep everyone away. It’s what they used to do in the olden days when someone died, to show people they were mourning and might act crazy sometimes. As far as I was concerned, the worst thing in the world had happened to me, and I wasn’t coming back. Not ever.
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            Annie

         

         They called the police, but she came home of her own accord two days later. Helen welcomed her back with a hot bath and a good meal, then a firm but gentle speech about why she was here, the importance of staying safe and the distant threat of being returned to a secure unit if it ever happened again.

         But I was furious with her. She knew that and spent the first few hours after her return avoiding me. I just sat in my room, fuming, imagining her having sex with Ace Clarke and him trying to charm her into returning to her old ways.

         Eventually, I heard footsteps coming slowly up the stairs and knew it was her. There was a knock at my door and before I could answer, she edged it open.

         ‘Hi,’ she said.

         ‘Where the fuck have you been?’

         She flung the door wide and stared at me. ‘I’m sorry,’ she said. ‘I’m really sorry.’

         ‘Where’ve you been?’ I said again.

         ‘Nowhere. I had to go out.’

         ‘You should have told me. I’ve been out of my mind. I thought … I thought…’

         She sat on the edge of my bed and put her head in her hands. I looked at her, an image of despair in her black dress, her hair bedraggled, and filled with a sense of hopelessness so strong it filled the room.

         How could I stay angry with her?

         I moved over to her, took her hand and said, ‘Where did you go?’

         She wouldn’t answer me.

         After a while, I said, ‘Have you been back to Ace Clarke?’

         She nodded. Then for the first time, I saw her cry.
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         She needed to know, she said. She needed to know what the letter from her mother meant. ‘It was driving me mad. You know I’d been waiting so long to hear from her, and then there was just that cold, horrible note. It felt like a threat to me. So I went to see him. It was the only way I could find out. I knew he’d know.’

         ‘And did he?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And?’

         She sighed. ‘He said she loves me.’

         ‘Right.’

         ‘But she’s really angry and I should take no notice because she doesn’t mean it. He said she’ll have calmed down by the time she comes out and not to worry because he’ll look after me.’ She looked up at me then, her face filled with hope.

         ‘He won’t look after you. You know that, don’t you? He’ll hurt you.’

         She was quiet.

         The question I hadn’t wanted to ask formed on my lips. ‘Did you…?’

         She nodded.

         I felt like I’d been kicked in the stomach.

         For a long time, I was quiet. Then I said, ‘I think Ace Clarke ought to die for what he’s done to you.’

         Slowly, she turned to face me. ‘Do you think I’m disgusting? I don’t mind. I know it’s hard not to.’

         ‘No, I don’t.’ Then I said, ‘Do you still love him?’

         She sighed deeply. ‘No,’ she said. ‘I don’t. I know what he did was wrong, but when I was back at his flat, it was all so easy, like it used to be. He was kind and generous. He took me out for dinner, gave me money, talked to me about my mum, stopped me getting upset. I don’t know, he was … nice.’

         ‘But he’s not genuine. He doesn’t care about you. He only cares about what he can get from you – the money he can make.’

         I could tell from her face that my words hurt her. Even now, she couldn’t bring herself to believe it.

         I said, ‘No normal, decent bloke would—’

         ‘I know. Stop. Stop it. I know.’

         But I could see now that there was a gulf between what her head knew for a fact and the way she felt about him – and about her mother.

         ‘I hate him for doing this to you. For making you question whether he’s truly evil. He’s truly evil. Really.’

         She shook her head. ‘He isn’t. If you met him, you’d understand.’

         ‘For fuck’s sake,’ I said, my voice rising in anger. ‘Of course he’s fucking evil. Look at what he did to you. Look what he made you do so he could get money. And then he made you love him so you can’t see that he’s a total evil bastard. You know you could have him done? You could have him sent down.’

         ‘I couldn’t,’ she said, and shook her head. ‘There’s no way. The judge would just say I consented.’

         ‘Never.’

         ‘He would. There’s loads of cases where kids have consented so the bloke’s got away with it. I saw one on the news last week.’

         ‘In most cases, though, they believe the victim.’

         ‘I wasn’t really a—’

         ‘You were. I wish you’d think about it.’

         ‘No way. Never. There is no fucking way in the world I could stand up in court and tell some posh judge and a load of strangers what I’ve told you. It’s like … I dunno. It’s like someone saying to you, “Think of your worst secret. The very worst thing you’ve ever done in your life.” Actually, Annie. Do that. Do that now. Think of your worst secret.’

         I thought.

         ‘Right. Think of it for a bit longer.’

         I thought.

         ‘Now, go downstairs and tell it to everyone you see.’

         ‘Fuck off.’

         ‘Exactly.’

         ‘But you didn’t do anything. It was him.’

         ‘Oh, tom-ay-to, tom-ar-to. That’s not how people see these things. It’s not how he sees it, and it’s not how any twat of a judge will see it.’

         It wasn’t how she saw it, either.

         But it was how I saw it, and I wanted him to suffer. I wanted him to suffer for what he’d done to this wonderful girl, for turning her into someone who could hardly bear to think about the life ahead of her.

         I wanted him locked up forever, rotting away until there wasn’t a trace left of him on Earth. And then I wanted Hope to get well.

         
            Significant Moments in My Life with My Mother

            By Annie Cox

            Part Four

            Things went on more or less the same way until I was eleven and had to go to secondary school. Then they got worse, or seemed to. My primary school had me flagged as one of those children: impoverished, neglected, at risk. This meant teachers fell into two camps around me – those who kept me at arm’s length for fear of what they might end up unearthing – and all the overtime that would involve – and those who longed to be the ones I confided in, whose big, bleeding hearts wanted to reach out and save me.

            I avoided all of them. My mother had been called in to my primary school a few times over the years to discuss my troubles, and hadn’t taken kindly to it. She saw it as criticism. ‘I have done my very best to be a good mother, and all you do is get the school on to me to say I haven’t been good enough and that you’ve got all these problems. You need to stop it, Annie. Just stop it. You should be grateful that you’ve got me. If you keep this up – all this running away, acting like your life is so bad – they’ll start listening to you and take you into care. Then see how you like that. In fact,’ she said once, the summer before I went to secondary school, ‘why don’t you just go?’

            And she made me follow her into my room, where she flung open the drawers and hurled everything on to the floor. ‘Pack your things and go!’ she said, then disappeared, stamping down the stairs to the kitchen. When she returned, she tossed two old carrier bags at me. ‘Now, get out!’

            I always ended up crying when she was like this. It was impossible not to under the weight of all that shame and guilt. Now, though, I was slowly beginning to understand: my mother was the problem, not me. Dimly, as I stuffed everything I owned into those two bags, I became aware that scenes like this were the reason for the behaviour that made my teachers worry about me, and that dim understanding was going to grow over the next few years until it shone above me, as bright as a moon, and I let myself get away.

            My grandmother was dead now, but I’d never forgotten the words she’d spoken one awful day when my mother lost all control and threw everything from the kitchen cupboards all over the room and made me clean it up – bags of flour had gone everywhere and for weeks, we were still stepping in gritty mounds that had escaped the vicious scrub of the broom. She’d said, ‘School will be your way out, Annie. Work hard, and you’ll be able to leave her.’

            So that was what I did. Every day, I dressed in the long black coat I’d bought for three quid at Oxfam. It had a fur collar I could hang my head in, and it came all the way down to my ankles. It was the closest I could get to invisibility. People looked at me, but they didn’t come near. I had no friends. Everyone else went off in packs, or so it seemed to me. There were the cool, posh, clever girls; the girls who wore loads of make-up, badly applied, who smoked and weren’t clever at all, but who people were afraid of; and then there were the girls like me. The weirdos. The ones no one would come near, not even to bully.

            I was in year eight when my mother met a man in the pub where she was working. His name was Dennis. Dennis the Dickhead. He was about fifty. He had broad shoulders and grey hair, and entered the room as if he expected everyone to stop what they were doing and gaze at him in fear and wonder. From the moment he met her, he called her Miss Cox. ‘I’m an old-fashioned man,’ he said. ‘I believe in treating young ladies with respect.’ My mother glowed with happiness when he said this, but it didn’t feel like respect to me. It felt like a game of authority.

            When she wasn’t with him, my mother talked about him. She went on and on, like this:

            ‘I’ve never met anyone in the world like Dennis. He’s so different from your father. He pays attention to me. He talks to me. He loves me. He’s amazing. He’s such a hard worker. A real grafter, and good at what he does. He’s clever as well. Understands politics and all those things that are going on in the world. He’s educating me, Annie. Imagine that, your poor mother getting an education.’

            Sometimes, she would stop talking about him and just stare into the distance, saying nothing, completely devoured by her thoughts, which were clearly all about him. A smile would play about her lips now and then, or she would laugh, or suddenly become very serious, as if rehearsing something she wanted to say to him.

            She adored him, worshipped him, was entirely obsessed by him, and I couldn’t understand it. I thought he was an idiot. Pretty much everything about him got on my nerves, including but not limited to:

            
               	He was a dickhead.

               	He thought he was clever.

               	He told stupid jokes.

               	His clothes were dirty.

               	He was rude. (He grunted when he saw me, instead of speaking.)

               	He came to my house and acted like he owned it.

               	He made me feel like I shouldn’t be there.

               	I didn’t trust him.

            

            He was entirely, absolutely unexceptional, and it depressed the shit out of me to see my mother fixated by such a loser, such a nothing man. And then it made me angry because for some reason, she thought I ought to worship him, too.

            ‘Do you know what he thinks about your rudeness, Annie?’ she asked, as though I were expected to give two shits about what he thought of her. ‘He thinks it’s awful. He says he has never met a teenager so horrible to her mother.’

            Whatever.

            I wasn’t even a teenager. I was twelve. Maybe my mother’s medication had made her forget that.

            
               [image: ]
               

            

            After she’d been with Dennis a few weeks, my mother went round every charity shop on the Oxford Road and bought herself a whole new wardrobe. Usually, she wore jeans or leggings and jumpers. Now, she bought all sorts of things she decided were sexy: leather skirts, crop tops, a see-through black dress. It was the dress I hated most. She wore it with nothing underneath, so you could see everything, and when Dennis knocked on the door on a Friday afternoon while I was watching TV, she flung it wide open and stood there, hands on hips, posing.

            He stared at her, eyes bulging. I went on watching TV. He grabbed my mother and they started snogging, right there in front of me, getting more and more breathless by the second, both of them making horrible noises, like animals. Caitlin took him by the hand and dragged him upstairs to her room and seconds later, there it was: the sound of the bed creaking above my head, Dennis’s fat groaning, my mother squealing like a pig about to be slaughtered. I turned up the telly, but nothing could drown it out. I put my fingers in my ears. It went on and on, then suddenly stopped.

            There was a chill in my stomach and I felt unable to move, as though someone had cut me off at the root. A minute later, my mother came down in her dressing gown, hair stuck to her neck with sweat, a huge smile on her face. ‘Forgot my ciggies,’ she said brightly, and picked up the packet of Lambert and Butler and a lighter from the arm of the sofa.

            I said nothing, just stared straight ahead.

            My mother looked at me. ‘What’s the matter with you?’

            I went on saying nothing.

            ‘Well, fuck you, Annie,’ she said. ‘I am allowed to be happy.’

            Then she went upstairs and after a while, it all started again and I felt sick, listening to it.

            That night I dreamed they both died. I went to their funerals, and didn’t care.
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            A few days after that, my mother went away. Dennis the Dickhead gave me twenty quid. ‘That should see you through till she gets back,’ he said. ‘If she comes back.’

            ‘Why? Where are you going?’

            ‘He’s whisking me off into the sunset,’ my mother said, and laughed.

            That was all they said about it, and then they went out the front door, my mother taking her things in a plastic Co-op bag because she didn’t own a suitcase.

            I stood in the living room, fuming and frightened, but also feeling free, as if the whole world had just opened up to me. I was twelve years old and knew my mother shouldn’t be doing this. It was irresponsible and wrong and selfish, and of course it meant she didn’t love me enough, despite everything she said when she was angry and sorrowful. ‘All I’ve ever done is love you. I’ve always loved you so much, and all you do is treat me like shit.’ That sort of loving I could have done without.

            Anyway, she was gone and a burden had been lifted. I knew how to look after myself, I knew how to get to school, and now I could eat whatever I wanted as well. I went into the kitchen and inspected the cupboards. There wasn’t a lot there, so I took myself round the corner to the Co-op and bought all the ingredients for a cake. I loved making cakes, though I was hardly ever allowed to because of the mess it made.

            At home, I spooned the butter into the mixing bowl and poured over the caster sugar, then beat it till my arms ached. The mixture became pale yellow and fluffy as duck down. I dipped in my finger, licked the soft buttery sweetness and thought, not for the first time, how much nicer cake mixture was than cake. Then I thought, I can do whatever I like, and so I decided not to bother mixing up the rest of the cake and instead I carried the bowl and a spoon through to the living room, turned on the TV, then sat on the old brown sofa and slowly ate every mouthful.
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            Caitlin stayed away for nearly two weeks. I told no one she was gone. On most days, I got up and walked to school, just like I always did, and then I came home, watched TV, made my tea and went to bed, just like I always did. A few times, if I’d overslept or didn’t feel like it, I didn’t bother with school, but then the hours in the day stretched out before me, long and empty, like hungry bellies I couldn’t fill. The money Dennis had given me ran out after the first week. There was hardly any food. I slept a lot.

            When Caitlin came home, she came home without him. Her face was pale and worn and bruised. She took herself to bed and stayed there for weeks.

            I went back to the community café for my meals.
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            Helen

         

         The police had taken everything they needed from Hope’s room: her iPad, the one letter from her mother, any scraps of paper that might be classed as evidence. She wasn’t even meant to have an iPad, or not one with any Internet connection, but Helen supposed she must have found the code that night she’d broken into the office. That was a point of neglected care they might be able to get the home on, she thought now. She was torn between hoping the evidence that Ace Clarke had done this would be right there on the iPad, and desperately wanting the Internet to have played no role in it at all.

         Hope’s room needed to be cleared out now. It was no good for Annie to keep everything just as it was, like a shrine. She’d let her choose a few of Hope’s things she’d like to keep but otherwise, it all needed to go. The home was going to be shut down in the spring. Helen wasn’t sure if they’d be taking another child. Strictly speaking, it wouldn’t be ethical to offer a placement to someone else, but there was no money and hundreds of children out there needing care. It wasn’t going to please Annie – but Helen had to make space for the next child to come in if that was what higher management decided.

         There was also a funeral to arrange. They were expecting the coroner to release the body any day now. Hope’s mother was in Holloway and her father unknown, so the funeral was falling to the home to sort out. ‘The budget will be tight,’ the director said. ‘A standard half-hour service, followed by cremation. No flowers. A single rose for the coffin, perhaps. Anything staff or children want to offer will have to come from their own money, I’m afraid.’

         They weren’t sure yet whether her mother would be there. If she was, she’d be on the arms of prison guards, rude and hysterical and angry.

         Helen sighed and headed through the kitchen to the living room. Lara was in there alone, blocked into a corner between the fireplace and the bookshelf, curled up with her head against her chest, not looking at anyone or anything. This wasn’t the right place for her, Helen was certain of that. She needed to be in a community dedicated to children’s mental health, but they were so expensive and there was no funding these days for what was seen as a drain on the taxpayer. Lara had already taken her place among the debris. She was part of the litter of the world, and one day the wind would simply blow her off the face of it, and that would be that.

         Upstairs, Hope’s room was dark, as always, and a mess. Pretty much everything she’d owned was scattered across the floor. Helen picked up the black clothes – which now seemed so significant and sad – and folded them neatly into bags, as if somehow, in this final act of clearing her away, she could show Hope just a little of the care she’d lacked when she’d lived. She wondered, briefly, whether anyone had ever done this for her before, whether anyone had ever come into her space and gently tidied up the chaos. She suspected not.

         The drawers beside the bed were almost empty, apart from a small black box. She lifted the lid. Inside were the usual things – hair bobbles, pieces of gothic jewellery, some sample bottles of perfume she’d probably stolen from somewhere. At the bottom of the box lay a brown envelope, worn at the corners and battered with age. She opened it. A photograph. A young woman in a hospital bed, gazing at the newborn in her arms. She wore the familiar expression of the newly delivered mother: a shadow of pain, overlaid with awe. She turned it over. Bex and Hope, 14/10/2002.

         It was the photo that forced the first tears from her eyes. All these years, Hope had held on to this picture, carried it with her from foster home, from children’s home, to secure unit and back to children’s home again. It had travelled miles, up and down the country as Hope was pushed from failed placement to failed placement. Helen knew Hope couldn’t hold on to possessions. She lost them as quickly as she acquired them. But she had treasured this one picture of herself with her mother, from the day – just that one day – when her mother had known what to do, had known how to be with this baby.

         It all started going wrong when she went home from hospital.

         She shook the tears from her cheeks. She couldn’t afford this, had to treat it as work. She had no space for distress, for mourning these troubled lives that were not hers. But she couldn’t help it. Ever since she’d started this job, she’d never stopped being surprised by the children’s love for their parents. They would forgive anything, take them back, time after time, after years of nothing but hurt and betrayal. And even when there was no hope left, when the parents were locked away from the outside world and had no access to the children they’d damaged so badly, still the children would go on, barely surviving, yet always holding on to the image of what could have been, the image of everything they longed for.
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         Annie was still at the station. She’d been gone hours. Helen hadn’t expected it to take this long. From what Emma had told her about the evidence from the post-mortem, she’d assumed everything now was pointing to Ace and all they wanted from Annie was an account of what had happened that night.

         Helen had pieced a few things together herself. She knew the girls had escaped, probably through Hope’s bedroom window, and wandered out on to the fells in the dark. Somewhere along the way, they’d met up with Ace, because somehow – despite everyone’s best efforts – he’d wormed his way back into Hope’s life without anyone ever knowing about it.

         And that was where the story began to fail and the missing pieces of the puzzle began to wreck her head. They’d found his semen in her body, so Hope had obviously had sex with him that night, even though Helen thought she’d come to understand by now that Ace was a rapist, not a lover, and it was Annie she loved…

         But she and Annie had been falling apart recently. They’d been arguing and fighting, and it seemed to Helen that Hope was always most at fault. She’d shout the most terrible, unthinkable things at Annie – awful things about her mother that were simply untrue. Helen knew they were untrue because she’d read the files. The police had investigated and the case was closed. But Hope would keep shouting until someone came to separate them. Annie was left distraught.

         And then the night she died, she told Danny the same old story she’d plucked out of her head and used to torture Annie. ‘It’s rubbish, Danny,’ Helen said when she told him.

         ‘But don’t you think we should report it to the police?’

         So Helen reported it. They reopened their file again, and then closed it again. They treated the story for exactly what it was: malicious nonsense conjured up by a troubled young girl.

         She sighed and dragged the vacuum cleaner into Annie’s room. She might as well give it a quick going-over while she was up here. Strictly speaking, the girls’ bedrooms were meant to be sacred, private spaces no one could step into without permission, but she was pretty sure Annie hadn’t run a cleaner over the carpet in the last six months.

         The room was a mess, like all teenagers’ rooms: dirty plates on the floor, stray cutlery, abandoned clothes. She started picking up the clothes and flinging them on the bed – Annie could sort out what was clean or dirty later – then piled the washing-up outside the door and plugged in the vacuum cleaner.

         She saw it when she moved the desk and then the rug from underneath it.

         A patch of dried blood on the carpet.

         She bent down and ran her fingers over it. It had hardened over the fibres, like a crust.

         For a while, she wasn’t sure what to do about it. Annie had moved her furniture around recently and here, staring Helen in the face, was the reason for it. She knew it was going to be Hope’s blood. She just knew it. Why else would Annie be hiding it like this?

         Quickly, hardly thinking about what she was doing, she rifled through the chest of drawers and the wardrobe, hunting for … for what, exactly? Clues. Whatever she could lay her hands on. Nothing. That was what she wanted to find. Absolutely nothing. Nothing at all that could incriminate Annie again in this investigation. A patch of blood on the floor didn’t mean anything.

         She found the knife in the drawer beside the bed. Plain black, small, with a steel blade – for chopping vegetables. An ordinary kitchen knife. She held it up to the light. The blade was spattered with blood.

         She sat on the edge of the bed and wondered what to do. Really, she ought to be calling the police. That was her duty, her responsibility, her job.

         But Annie hadn’t done this. She was certain of that. And the police were there now, getting the information they needed to arrest Ace Clarke. He was on the brink of being done, on the brink of being tried and then banged up for life.

         Hope was a self-harmer, everyone knew that. When it hurt, she cut, deeply and hard. There were no boundaries to that girl’s anguish, and no boundaries to her behaviour when it struck. Nothing would stop her from slashing her arms to shreds in front of others. Nothing. She revelled in the horror of it. Feel what I am feeling. It’s yours now, all this torture I cannot live with.

         That, Helen was sure, was why there was blood in Annie’s room.

         But Jesus Christ, why hadn’t Annie just said so from the beginning? Why?

         Fear, of course. She’d have been afraid of getting into trouble, of admitting that perhaps she hadn’t been very nice to Hope that night, and that she’d fall under suspicion. So, like a child, she’d tried to hide it, not realising she was powerless in this and there was no hiding anything from a police investigation. She was also, like all these children, full of the guilt about her background – even though none of it was her fault, even though she was a child and the victim in all of it.

         Helen replaced the rug over the blood, then put the knife back in the drawer where she’d found it.
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            Annie

         

         ‘Can you tell us where you were on the evening of December the twenty-fourth?’

         They’ve been alright to me so far. Earlier, I apologised for my behaviour the morning after she died, because Helen told me that would be a good idea. ‘Apologies are always hard,’ she said, ‘but you don’t want this to drag on any longer than it has to, love. Just go in, say you’re sorry, put it down to distress and tell them the truth. You’ll be out before you know it.’

         I like that about her – the fact that she believes me and has absolute faith that the police will, too. I wish she could be my appropriate adult, but she has to be at the home to answer calls and plan the funeral, so it’s Gillian again.

         I’d given them my most serious face. ‘I’m sorry about last time,’ I said. ‘I don’t know what came over me. I was…’ My voice trailed off and I shook my head. There’s not a word in the language that describes how I was feeling that day, or if there is, I haven’t heard it.

         Now, I clear my throat and answer his question slowly. ‘I was with Hope. We spent the evening at the home, then we decided to go out for a walk.’

         ‘In the Lake District, in the pitch dark?’

         ‘We had torches, and we know the area really well. We walk a lot, you see. Or we used to. We used to walk all over the place. We knew the way from the home to the lake. You just go round the tarn, then over the fell and down the other side. That was what we did. It took a few hours, but we didn’t care. Hope had some vodka. We drank it on the way.’

         ‘So the two of you, fifteen years old, walked over an icy mountain in the dark, drinking vodka?’

         ‘It wasn’t that icy. It’s a low fell. We had torches and we were careful to shine them on the path and avoid the slippery patches. Hope did fall over a few times, but she didn’t care.’

         ‘And what happened when you reached Meddleswater?’

         ‘We met Ace Clarke. He and Hope had been back in touch for a while. Her mother is in prison…’ I looked up at them uncertainly and said, ‘You know that story?’

         They both nod.

         ‘She was upset because she never heard from her. All the time she was banged up, she only wrote to her once. It used to really get to Hope. I mean, it ate away at her. The silence was really awful. She thought her mum hated her because she was the one who called the police after her sister died, and that’s what got her mum put away. She knew the only way she could find out was by talking to Ace Clarke, so she was back in touch with him. He wanted to see her, so they arranged a night when they could do it. She had to run away. The staff obviously wouldn’t have let her leave to meet him.’

         WPC Rahman nods her head a few times, like one of those bobbing dogs you get dangling from car mirrors. ‘Do you know how long they’d been back in touch? You know Ace wasn’t meant to go anywhere near Hope.’

         I shrug. ‘A while. They were in touch by email. He used a different name: David Bennet.’

         I see them glance at each other. They’ve got her iPad. They’ll have read those messages. They need to be going after him, not me. I just need to keep talking, just a little while longer, and I’ll be off the hook.

         ‘And where did you meet Ace?’

         ‘He was waiting for us in the village.’

         ‘Did you see any other people around?’

         I shake my head. ‘It was dark. Really dark. There was nobody there.’

         ‘So then what did you do?’

         ‘It was freezing by then. It had been fine while we were walking because we had thick jackets, but once we stopped, we felt the cold. Ace had a boat – I don’t know where he’d got it from, maybe it was his – and he asked if we wanted to go out in it for a while. It sounded good to us, so we agreed. He had blankets. He also had some whisky, which he shared, but I didn’t like it.’

         ‘Were you drunk, Annie?’

         I don’t know why they’re asking me this. They breathalysed me that night, so they already know. I shake my head. ‘No. I wasn’t drunk.’

         ‘Was Hope drunk?’

         ‘Yes,’ I tell them.

         The image of her, staggering drunk outside the church, her skirt trailing in the mud, floods my mind. I can’t get rid of it. I want to go back to that moment, hold her up and steer her away from what was going to happen next.

         But that was the trouble. I couldn’t hold her up, and I never had a chance of steering her away from any of this.
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      She’s improving, thank God. They’ve got the evidence. There’s not a lot of it, but if she tells the story properly, it’ll be enough.
    

         
      I’m watching her now, sitting pretty in that interview room, hands clasped neatly in her lap, letting the whole terrible tale fall from her mouth, and briefly I think how strange it is that those lips that expressed such love are capable of such violence.
    

         
      She knows exactly how to do this. She’s done it before, to her mother.
    

      

   






   
      
         
            48

            
        Helen
      

         

         After the police had told her Hope was twenty weeks pregnant, Helen went back over the log book and found that it was indeed July when she’d run away and been gone for two nights. She came back of her own accord and wouldn’t tell anyone – except Annie, presumably – where she’d been. Helen had given her a warning – one more attempt to leave, and they’d have no choice but to file for an order to send her back to a secure unit. They hired a woman from an agency to work waking nights so she couldn’t sneak out on to the fells, but to everyone’s surprise, Hope didn’t even attempt to go anywhere after that. Five months passed without drama, they let the waking-night go, and Helen dared believe that Hope was settling, that she was – well, not happy; she’d never be happy – but accepting of this life, at least.

         And then there was Annie. The mixed blessing of Hope and Annie. They kept each other stable, but equally they spurred each other on in their various forms of madness. Helen couldn’t pinpoint the beginning of their relationship, the moment they shifted from friends to more-than-friends, but it happened quickly, she was sure of that. It had always been intense between them: the surprising openness of two girls in care; sharing their histories; understanding each other; knowing the deep, deep loss of abandonment; and recognising in one another the shattered hearts they’d learned to shut away. The bond between them was deep and instant, as strong as a bolt of lightning to their cores, and then there they both were: vulnerable, exposed, each clinging to the other for survival.

         It just wasn’t meant to happen between two children in state care.

         Neither of them had ever tried to hide what was going on, although they’d never flaunted it, either. It just became slowly clearer to everyone that this quickly flourishing friendship was shot through with passion. Perhaps, Helen realised with hindsight, the reason they hadn’t tried to hide it was because they didn’t fully understand what was going on themselves. They were fifteen, each falling suddenly and unexpectedly in love with someone of the same sex. By the time they realised they ought to hide it, it was too late. Everyone knew.

         It was Clare who’d found them together the first time. She’d gone upstairs to wake them so they’d be ready for their lessons with the home’s teacher when she arrived, and Hope wasn’t in her room. She found them together in Annie’s room, sleeping in her bed, limbs entwined, their faces so close they were almost kissing.

         Discreetly, Clare had come away and reported what she’d seen to Helen.

         Helen sighed. ‘We can’t be seen to condone this,’ she said.

         Clare said, ‘Dear God, no.’

         Helen looked at her pointedly. She’d detected shock and disgust in Clare’s tone and wasn’t going to indulge homophobia. ‘It’s nothing to do with them both being female,’ she said. ‘It’s to do with them being underage. It’s not appropriate in a children’s home. We’ll have to tell them that.’

         ‘But … can we stop them?’

         ‘They’re fifteen. If they’re determined to be together, they will do it, but we need to make it clear that it isn’t acceptable. I’ll have to let management know, and we’ll have to log what you’ve seen and anything else that goes on in future.’

         Clare nodded.

         ‘But now they need to get up.’

         Later on, Helen had called the girls to the office. ‘No one minds you being together,’ she said. ‘That’s fine. But underage sex is underage sex and if it goes on under this roof, you will have to be separated.’

         ‘Fuck that,’ Hope said. ‘We’ll run away. You can’t stop us.’

         That, pretty much, was the extent of every dialogue Helen had with them over the following few months. She kept management informed and they monitored what was going on, as far as they could, but in the end, Helen’s judgement was that this relationship did the girls more good than it did them harm. There was no risk of pregnancy. There was no imbalance of power, no abuse, no sense that anyone was taking advantage of someone too young to consent. It was love. Helen could see that. Anyone could see that. They’d been cast adrift in the world and become one another’s anchor, the heft of their experiences holding each of them steady.

         It only did them harm when they were threatened with the loss of it.

         And now Hope was dead. And Annie was involved, and Ace Clarke was involved, and there’d been a pregnancy Helen hadn’t known about, and so many missing pieces of the puzzle it was wrecking her head trying to work it all out. Had Annie known? Had Annie known Hope was sleeping with Ace? She must have done. She told the police she’d known about the baby. She said they’d wanted to run away, to be together, the two of them and the child. But Helen couldn’t for the life of her work out what their plan had been, or how Ace had been there that night, or how Annie had agreed to this whole crazy affair. She knew Annie hated him just as much as she did.

         But Annie would have agreed to anything Hope wanted.

         ‘We’ll kill ourselves,’ Hope told them, a few days after being told they were going to be separated. ‘We’ll kill ourselves if you won’t let us be together.’

         Helen knew to take this sort of talk seriously, however extravagant it seemed. But she hadn’t killed herself. All the evidence suggested Ace Clarke had killed her because she was pregnant with his child. And Annie had witnessed it all and done nothing to try and stop it.
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         Finally, just after four o’clock, Gillian phoned from the station. ‘We’re just leaving now.’

         Helen gripped the phone so tightly her hand ached. ‘Everything OK?’

         ‘They’ve released her without charge.’

         The relief was immense. Helen almost wept with it. ‘Thank God,’ she said.
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         Annie was too exhausted to talk when she came in and Helen had to try not to push her. She said, ‘Why don’t you have a bath, love? Recover from your ordeal. I’ll make you a brew.’

         ‘Alright.’

         She couldn’t help herself. ‘Annie,’ she said, ‘before you go upstairs, just tell me: what do you think is happening with this case?’

         ‘I think,’ she said, ‘they’re going to get Ace Clarke.’
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            Annie

         

         More than anything now, I hate that first moment in the morning. Before my eyes have even opened, before I’m properly awake, I’m aware of the ache in my chest, the wrench in my gut telling me again and again that she is gone. Sleep is my only escape and even then I dream about her. I see her face rising through the water, angry and betrayed, and wake up breathless, wishing I’d had the chance to reach in and save her. For a long time all she’d wanted was for her life to end, but not anymore, not after the baby. I try and think of how she’s in a better place now, somewhere her suffering is over; but it’s hard to grab hold of a faith you’ve never had and believe in it with all your might, even though you’d like to.

         Besides that, there are still times when I feel sure she’s haunting me. Angrily, not with love.

         I wonder what my mother would say, if she were here.

         For the first time since it happened, I reach into my bedside drawer for the knife and hold it in my hands. I remember the way she dragged that blade around the swell of her belly, and over her arms. The splatters of blood are still there, like tiny red jewels. I stare at them, the last parts of her I will ever have, then run my tongue over them, harder and harder until they’re gone.
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         I could never get her to plan for the future. Once, I said, ‘If they close this place down and separate us, you know it won’t be for long. They reckon it’ll shut in March and that’s only four months away from your birthday. You’ll be sixteen. You can do what you want. We can live together.’

         She didn’t protest. She just said nothing, and I knew why. It was because she didn’t trust me to stay with her. ‘You’ll meet some boy eventually,’ she said. ‘Some nice lad who’s not fucked up and who’ll get a decent job and a house and give you babies. I can’t do that.’

         The thought of being with anyone who wasn’t her was impossible. I shook my head and smiled. ‘No, I won’t,’ I said. ‘Not ever.’

         ‘You will. Or you’ll find some other girl who’s beautiful and normal, and you’ll realise what life could be like without this old teenage whore in your life.’

         ‘Stop it,’ I snapped. ‘Just stop it.’

         She fell silent then. I turned away from her and kept my eyes fixed on the window and the summer view beyond – the sun rising high above the peaks, the valley grasses whitened with wildflowers, the diamond glint of the tarn – and I thought, Why am I not enough for you? Why don’t you want all this? Why do you have to run back to Ace and your mother?

         ‘For fuck’s sake, Annie,’ she said at last. ‘Will you speak to me? What is wrong with you?’

         Without turning from the window I said, ‘You’re what’s wrong with me. I wish I’d never met you.’

         I heard her suck in her breath, as if I’d punched her hard in the gut. ‘Why are you saying this?’

         ‘Because it’s true. Because I met you when I had no one and you made me love you – even though I’m not even a lesbian – and just when I was thinking we’d live together forever, you ran off back to Ace Clarke and nothing I can do will ever—’

         ‘I’m pregnant,’ she said.

         I stared at her, dumbstruck.

         ‘I’m sorry,’ she said.

         I didn’t know how to react.

         ‘It’s his. It happened when I ran away and met up with him.’

         She sat down on the edge of my bed and reached for me, forcing me to look at her. She took my face in her hands and planted a gentle kiss on my lips.

         I turned away. ‘You’re too much for me,’ I said.
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         I sleep again, then wake, then sleep. Images come to me, half formed, in dreams. I see them all the time: Hope and my mother, both of them angry. They say I destroyed them. I see myself lying beside Hope in bed, our arms and legs entwined, holding on tight. ‘Come with me,’ she’s saying. ‘We’ll go together. If there’s heaven, we’ll find it. If not, it will all have stopped.’

         I agreed to it once. When I could see no reason to stay here, alone in the world without her.

         ‘If you go,’ I’d said, ‘I’m coming, too.’

         But when she had a baby on the way, I wondered if she would still want to die.

         
            Significant Moments in My Life with My Mother

            By Annie Cox

            Part Five

            None of the houses on our street had gardens, just small squares of concrete surrounded by brick walls. Sometimes, I’d see photos of them when I walked past estate agents’ windows, and they would be called ‘courtyard gardens’, which made them sound quaint, and much more attractive than they were, although a woman a few doors down had made the best of hers, by putting gravel over the concrete and painting the brick wall white, and arranging some plants around it. Our yard was grey and neglected. You opened the back door from the kitchen and there it was, littered with cigarette packets and crisp wrappers the wind had blown in, or sometimes the wheelie bins had been overturned and the crows would be there, scavenging whatever they could find.

            It was spring now, and I was fourteen. I’d just chosen my GCSEs. English was a struggle, but I was doing well in other subjects. My teachers were looking out for me, trying to keep me ambitious. It was hard, though, I found, to believe there was a life beyond this. It seemed so out of reach, so impossible.

            One morning, I went down to the kitchen to get her breakfast, and found my mother outside in the yard. She was hunched on all fours, her arm held out in front of her, making soft tweeting sounds.

            I opened the back door. ‘What are you doing, Caitlin?’

            Caitlin turned and faced me. ‘Ssh,’ she whispered. ‘Look.’ And she leaned forwards and I saw, there by the side of the wall, an injured robin.

            Caitlin eased it on to her finger. ‘There!’ she said triumphantly. Softly, she stroked its head. ‘Be not afraid, little bird, for I am here to care for you. Find me a box, Annie,’ she said.

            I went back into the kitchen and riffled in a cupboard for an old ice-cream tub. I lined it with a few sheets of kitchen roll and took it outside. ‘Here,’ I said. In my mother’s hand, the bird’s feathers were ruffled with fear.

            She wouldn’t put it down. Instead, she took it through to the living room and sat down with it on the sofa. ‘There, there, little bird,’ she murmured. Then she looked up at me, her eyes glowing with happiness. ‘It’s not afraid,’ she said. ‘It has come to me.’

            I said, ‘It looks like a cat’s had it.’

            My mother ignored me and went on stroking its head with her fingers.
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            She kept the bird for two days before it died. She slept in the kitchen with the ice-cream tub beside her, as though it held a newborn baby, and every hour she fed the robin water through a doll’s bottle. Never in my life had I seen her tend to anything as devotedly as she tended to that dying bird. It would have been touching, had it not carried the unmistakable whiff of absolute madness.

            I said, ‘Shall I phone the RSPB? They might have a better idea of what to do.’

            My mother shook her head. ‘No, Annie,’ she said. ‘No. The task is mine.’ And she made a gesture that appeared to take in the whole world, and not just their kitchen.

            There was no hope. The robin’s wing was broken and it died on the second night.

            I expected Caitlin to be heartbroken, but she wasn’t. She simply covered it in a flannel, put the lid on the ice-cream box and said, ‘I’ll take it to church with me. It needs a proper burial. You can see from its face how the soul has already departed.’

            ‘What?’ I said.

            ‘Its spirit is in heaven,’ Caitlin said. ‘The bird is with our father.’

            ‘Oh, for fuck’s sake, Caitlin. It’s a bloody bird…’

            She stopped short and raised her eyes to the ceiling. ‘Father, forgive her, for she doesn’t know what she is doing.’

            And then she gasped, as if taken aback by her own words.
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            I stayed late at school that day, for science club. When I came home at 5.00, my mother was kneeling on the living-room carpet, head bowed deeply, her hands wrung in fervent prayer. Words flew from her lips like flies.

            ‘Teach me thy love to know, and I shall climb to thee by a beam of light. Oh, my father. With thee, let me rise…’

            I slammed the front door to try and break her prayer. It didn’t work. She went on.

            ‘Oh, what is a heart? I cannot open my eyes, but my heart is split apart and you are ready there to catch me. Come to me, Father, and show me your sign.’

            She stopped then, suddenly, and darted her gaze around the room, her eyes wide and fearful. She seemed not to see me.

            That night, I lay awake for hours, listening to her. She was pacing the floors, murmuring and occasionally shouting. Four or five times, she recited the Lord’s Prayer and then at 3.00 am, she reached her peak.

            ‘Oh, Father. Help me!’ she wailed, and for hours after that, she wept.

            In the morning, I found her asleep on the kitchen floor, palms upward. I didn’t wake her. I stepped round her to make my breakfast, then showered and got ready for school. It was all I could think of to do.
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            Every day after school, I dreaded going home. My mother was always lost in prayer, or writhing in religious ecstasy or agony. On this particular day, I came in to find the living room filled with all my mother’s clothes in carrier bags, as if she were going away again. My mother herself was perched on the edge of the sofa, hands neatly folded in her lap, staring straight ahead.

            ‘What are you doing, Caitlin?’ I asked.

            ‘I am waiting for a sign from the Lord, my father.’

            ‘What sign?’

            She kept her eyes fixed forwards and didn’t look at me. ‘I am the Lord Jesus Christ,’ she said. ‘I am come to heal the world from all its grave ills. I am not yet in the right place. I am waiting for a sign from my almighty father to show me where I need to go.’

            ‘What sign?’

            ‘The Lord moves in mysterious ways, Annie. I will know the sign when I see it. It hasn’t happened yet, but I sense it will be soon. My devotions have pierced his silent soul.’

            I left her to it, and went upstairs.
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            May. The evenings were light and long. The sun set late. I shut myself in my room every night, knowing my mother was mad. I listened to her wailing and murmuring her fervent prayers and thought, Shall I call an ambulance? But I didn’t do it because I was afraid of seeing her carted off, like some poor Victorian madwoman. And what would happen to me, then? There was no one I could go to. I’d end up in care, the way my mother had always threatened.

            But then, I thought now, would a children’s home or a foster home really be worse than this? I wasn’t sure.

            I sat at my window and wondered what sort of sign Caitlin was looking for. Outside, it had been raining and there were two rainbows in the sky above the street. I wondered if she’d seen them, and if that were enough to make her leave.

            It wasn’t. She was still there the next day.

            ‘What signs are you looking for, Caitlin?’ I asked.

            My mother looked anxious and earnest. ‘I don’t know. Feathers, I think. He sends white feathers. They are gifts from the angels. Messages.’

            I said, ‘And where will you go?’

            ‘The Lord will show me the way.’
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            My mother slept that night, for the first time in weeks. While she slept, I took the scissors from the kitchen drawer, then went upstairs and cut open my pillow. Hundreds of white feathers tumbled out on to the floor. I scooped them into my hands and scattered them all over the house.

            But the next day, she was still there.

            I had no idea how to get rid of her.
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            Hope

         

         The world was closing in on us. The home was being shut down, we were being separated, Ace had reappeared, and now there was a baby I had no idea what to do with.

         Annie blamed him for all of it. She tried to hide her fury from me, but I could tell. She’d lie in bed beside me and I could feel it, this white-hot rage radiating from every inch of her. Once, she told me, she’d dreamed about the two of us marching to 5 Crescent Avenue – that building where he rented out children to grown men – and setting the whole place on fire.

         ‘I wouldn’t care,’ she said, ‘if I ended up in prison for it. I wouldn’t care. I want him to fall off the face of the earth, straight to hell.’

         In a way, I did as well. But it was complicated. Annie tried to get me to hate him. She said he ought to die for what he’d done to me, but he was the only person in all my life I’d ever been able to rely on.

         ‘Don’t you see?’ she persisted. ‘Don’t you see it was fake? All he wanted was to use you for what he could get.’

         ‘I know. I do know. And I didn’t want my sister to grow up with him, which was why…’ I couldn’t finish. Thoughts of Jade still overwhelmed me. The sorrow and the guilt. I couldn’t bear it.

         Quietly, I said, ‘I do know what he did to me.’

         The trouble was the shame. It had become a part of me. I used to try and detach myself from my work – to leave my body behind on the bed and watch myself, as if it was someone else doing those things, not me – but the shame still snaked its way in. I had this one client – a skinny little bloke with a balding head and a pointed face like a rat’s – who requested me because I was young. He could have been anywhere between forty and sixty. The memory of him still made me feel sick.

         ‘Come on, you darling little thing,’ he’d said, taking off his clothes with his back to me. ‘Let me at you.’ When he turned round, I saw the swell of his hard-on like a plucked turkey neck. The sight of it, pointing optimistically towards me like that, made me want to sob suddenly. But there was no getting away.

         Silently, I removed my own clothes and draped them over the back of the chair beside the bed. Often, the men wanted to undress me themselves, but not this one. He only had half an hour. He needed to get straight down to business.

         Which was exactly what he did. I lay flat on my back and did what I was supposed to do while he hammered away on top of me. As he did, he murmured breathlessly into my ear:

         ‘You dirty, disgusting little whore.

         ‘Shouldn’t you be in school, my filthy little one, instead of here?

         ‘Such a pretty face. Such a pretty, pretty little face. You ought to be a virgin, you know, not a hooker. No man’ll ever want you now. There’ll be no husband, no lovely little babies for a girl like you. You appal me, you disgusting tart.’

         And then he let out a moan like a bull and rolled off me. I reached for the towel on the floor beside the bed and covered myself up with it while he got dressed. When he turned round, he looked at me with such hatred, it made me cry.

         He’d been the worst one, the one I couldn’t drive out of my memory, however hard I tried. And he was the one I couldn’t even tell Annie about, but I often had flashbacks to that afternoon.

         Annie did her best to love the shame away from me, but it was too late by the time we’d met. She didn’t have a chance.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         It was impossible to make her understand why I went back to Ace. I hardly understood it myself, except that it wasn’t a decision so much as a compulsion. I had to do it, because for months I’d been anxious and uncertain about my mother, and then finally she sent me that letter and it was nothing like the letter I wanted. There was no love in it and reading it left me with a cold feeling in my chest, as though someone had just shovelled ice inside me. My need to ease that feeling was overwhelming, and even Annie couldn’t help. Her love wasn’t enough. I hurt. It was wild and deep, and only the person who’d done it to me could make it better.

         But she was in prison. I couldn’t see her, but I could see Ace. I knew he’d have been in touch with her. He’d know how she really felt about me, and whether that letter was meant to be as cold and damning as it felt.

         So I went. I took my allowance, walked to the village, hailed a taxi to the train station and caught three trains to the seaside town where Ace lived. Stepping out of the station, breathing the sea air and seeing the old sights of the pier and the beach and the parades of shops made me want to sob with relief. The warm embrace of coming home, where everything was familiar and where I knew what was expected of me, and how to do it.

         I knocked on the front door of 5 Crescent Avenue. It was Ace who opened it.

         ‘Hi,’ I said.

         For a moment, he just looked at me. Then he opened his arms and I stepped into them, soothed and protected.
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         ‘I wish we could kill Ace Clarke,’ Annie said.

         I stared at her, shocked. I could tell she meant it.

         ‘We can’t do that,’ I said, lying on the bed beside her and running my hands over my still-flat belly. ‘We’d end up in prison, and besides, you want him to suffer. There’s no suffering in death.’

         ‘Does he know you’re pregnant?’

         I nodded.

         She sat up. ‘So you’re still in touch with him?’

         I sighed. ‘I don’t know what to do. He says he’ll help me.’

         ‘Jesus Christ, Hope. You know what his kind of help means, don’t you? It means trapping you and forcing you to carry on working for him. Is that what you want? Is that what you want for your child? You didn’t want it for your sister…’

         ‘I know,’ I said. ‘I know. It’s not what I want. Of course it’s not what I fucking want.’

         And then suddenly I was crying. I never cried. Never.

         She put her arms around me. ‘I’m sorry,’ she whispered. ‘It will be alright.’

         I pulled away from her. ‘It won’t be alright,’ I said. ‘That’s one thing I am sure of. This will never be alright. I’m fifteen and I’m pregnant with a pimp’s child. I have two choices here. I either run away and live with the pimp and take all his money and bring the kid up to be…’ I looked down at myself, ‘like this. Or I tell Helen and she’ll tell social services, and they’ll whip the kid off me after five minutes, and it’ll grow up with a load of bastard foster parents and I’ll die from the loss of it. That’s it, Annie. Those are my options.’
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            Annie

         

         Helen says I need to rest now, and recover from my ordeal. I suppose she’s right, but sleep is impossible. She haunts my dreams as much as she haunts my thoughts in the day. Always, I can see her in those last few months, when everything started going wrong for us and I couldn’t reach her, no matter how hard I tried.

         I never wanted her to die.

         She was pregnant, and I couldn’t get over it, and I handled it all wrong. In some distant, rational part of my brain, I could see this might have been our chance. Hope loved children. ‘It’s the only thing I’m any good at,’ she told me. ‘I can’t add up, or write very well, but I can look after a baby. I was at my best when I had Jade to care for. I wish you could have seen me then.’

         The promise of a child of her own was all she needed to end her love affair with death. But it was Ace’s, and she’d conceived when the two of us were together and she’d run away from me, and I was devastated, and however hard I tried, I couldn’t stop being devastated.

         We couldn’t talk about anything at the home. She didn’t want the staff to find out, so nearly every day now, we trudged out over the fells so we could work things out away from the listening ears of those who were in charge of us. As we walked, we sweltered in the August heat. Summer had dried the waterfall in the hills behind the home, so we spent our afternoons lying against the sun-warmed rocks, wishing the rain would come and return our pool to us.

         She said, ‘I can’t get rid of it. You know that, don’t you?’

         I nodded. I knew it.

         ‘So I have to keep it.’

         ‘How?’ I asked. ‘How can you keep it?’

         She shrugged. ‘He’s got money, Annie. He can just give us money, and you and I could live together and bring it up, like a family.’

         I took a deep breath before I spoke. Then I said, ‘I don’t want to.’

         She turned to me, shocked. ‘What?’

         ‘I don’t want to,’ I said again. ‘I don’t want to look after that man’s child. I don’t want him in my life. I don’t want him in your life.’ I could feel the heat rising in my voice, but couldn’t stop it. ‘I want you to stop seeing him.’

         ‘I can’t.’

         ‘Of course you bloody can. I thought … I thought…’ I stumbled for a moment. ‘I thought you wanted to be with me,’ I finished.

         ‘I do.’

         ‘You can’t be with me and keep running off with someone else.’

         She fell silent and looked away from me, and it was at the moment I suddenly understood what she wanted. She thought she could have us both. She thought Ace Clarke would provide her with the money she needed for the child, and I’d be her devoted wife, helping her bring up his baby in her crazy idea of domestic bliss. But always, I knew, she’d be repaying Ace, as trapped and ill as her mother had been.

         I said, ‘You’re not stupid, Hope. You know this can’t work. If you want to be with me, you have to let Ace go.’
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         I’ve been watching her from the beginning. It’s a risky game, but she’s winning, and I can’t help being proud of her. The police have got the evidence from the coroner. There’s not a lot of it: I was drunk, I was pregnant; I shagged Ace Clarke and I drowned. And at some point, Annie was there.

         She’s done it, though. She’s given them the story that fits with the evidence and will nail Ace Clarke. Muzna’s in her office now with Emma, playing her the tape of Annie’s interviews, showing her the case they’ve got to arrest him.

         I hear her voice fill the room again, the sweet voice that used to tell me over and over that she loved me. But not enough, I keep saying to her now. Not quite enough, you murderess. It drives her mad when I say things like that. She thinks she’s losing her mind, just like her mother before her.

         ‘Christmas is a hard time when you’ve got no family,’ she’s saying. ‘You know what everyone else will be doing on Christmas Eve – staying up late, watching films, getting presents under the tree and everything. We had none of that. So late on Christmas Eve, we decided to go for a walk…’

         The police seemed to accept that there was no real purpose to it. We were just unhappy and reckless, and lacked any desire to keep ourselves safe.

         ‘We met Ace Clarke in the village by the church. He and Hope disappeared for a while, then when they returned he took us out on the lake in a stolen boat. Hope by then was so drunk she could hardly walk and fell overboard, and Ace refused to save her. She was too drunk to swim, the water was freezing and she was dead within minutes.’ 

         ‘Did she definitely fall?’ Muzna asked. ‘Or was she pushed?’

         Annie paused. ‘I wasn’t watching. I couldn’t tell for sure.’

         ‘And what happened then?’

         ‘I screamed. I said, “You have to save her.” He refused. He said, “I’m not getting in there. We’ll both die.”’

         ‘Did you think about saving her?’

         ‘Yes. I wanted to, but it was so cold and dark and I couldn’t see her. Ace said that if I jumped in, I’d be killed, and I wasn’t strong enough to pull her back. But then he started panicking and crying, and saying we had to find her. So we shone our torches until after a while we saw her close by in the water, and he managed to pull her back in, but it was too late. She was dead.’

         ‘And then what did you do?’

         ‘Ace rowed us to shore. He dragged her body out and then he took off his jumper and jacket and gave them to me, and then he just ran.’

         ‘And so you spent the rest of the night beside the body?’

         ‘I couldn’t think of anything else to do. There was no one around, and I wasn’t sure where I was, and I didn’t want to leave her.’

         Muzna turns the tape off and looks at Emma. ‘I accept I was probably wrong,’ she says. ‘We’ve let her go without charge. She’s told us what she says she knows, none of it conflicts with the evidence – the small amount that we’ve got – and the finger is starting to point quite clearly at this Ace Clarke. Sounds like a nasty piece of work.’

         She reaches for some papers on her desk and hands them to Emma. ‘The semen in her body was his, and the foetal DNA test has come back. The baby Hope was carrying was definitely his too, as Annie told us. So there’s a motive for you right there. He wouldn’t want to be responsible for a child’s pregnancy. Helen at the home gave us Hope’s files with all her history in them. This man has been a feature of her life since she was born.’

         ‘But,’ Emma begins, naïve in the face of all Muzna’s experience, ‘wouldn’t social services have kept him away from her, once she’d been removed from her mother’s care?’ 

         Muzna shrugs. ‘It depends. I’ll need to talk to Helen again, but Hope’s relationship with him was complicated. She enjoyed all the money he lavished on her. It’s possible she loved him. Certainly, he was the only link between her and her mother, and she used to run away a lot to be with him.’

         ‘But how?’ Emma asked, incredulous. ‘How could she run away from a home where she was meant to be kept safe?’

         ‘It’s not a secure unit, Emma. There are no locks on the windows, and the walls aren’t high. All she had to do was shimmy down one and find her way to the main road, where he could pick her up. It says here she absconded for two nights in July. She was on her last warning. One more attempt to leave and she’d be back in a secure unit. She made no further attempts to run away after that, but Annie has told us she used to disappear for a few hours during the day sometimes, to be with him. She was pregnant with his child. It’s my suspicion that was what she really wanted.’

         ‘To be pregnant?’

         ‘Certainly. She was desperate to be a mother. From what I can gather from these notes and my conversations with Helen, she’d pretty much been bringing up her baby sister single-handed while her mother lived her life on the lash. She never got over…’

         ‘I see,’ Emma says. ‘Then we need to set about finding Ace Clarke and bringing him in.’

         ‘We’re on top of that. The only trouble is, when we checked Hope’s iPad, she’d been googling easy ways to commit suicide.’

         ‘Drowning isn’t an easy way to kill yourself.’

         ‘It’s easy enough when you’re as pissed as she was. But we’ve tracked Ace Clarke down, and that’s where we need to start. He runs a known brothel. The police have always turned a blind eye. They had no idea there was an underage girl on his books. A child. She was thirteen when she started working for him. Thirteen,’ she repeats, as if it is unthinkable. ‘I want us to nail this disgusting piece of work. Tonight. We’ll storm that building and arrest him. If we want to do him for murder we have to show that he intentionally   took Hope out on the lake while she was out of her head on booze – booze he’d given her – and that he then drowned her. If we can’t prove that, we can at least get him for manslaughter: he knew there was a high chance of an accident and when it happened he made no attempt to save her. And if he wriggles his way out of that, we’ve got the fact that he had sex with her shortly before she died. She was fifteen years old. He is forty-six. We’ve got him in a corner, Emma, and not before time.’
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         I keep watching them, for hours, willing them to just go ahead and arrest him. But they’re thorough and they have things to do first. They’re setting traps for him to fall into. They hate him. They want to make it impossible for him to get away.

         It’s true I used to love him. I couldn’t help it. I was young, and my mother was useless, and he was the only adult who ever showed any kind of interest in me. Even now, I am convinced he loved me and my mother. He did. But his version of love was toxic and damaging. I always sensed that, of course I did, but it was Annie who made me realise it, coming to me with her own variety of love, so selfless and caring and good. I suppose that was the difference between them, in the end. She was good, and he was bad, and they loved in the style of who they were.

         I don’t know where I fell on the goodness scale. Maybe I’d been contaminated and would have been washed clean by the end, or maybe I was just mad. It doesn’t really matter now. I’m out of there.

         It’s Muzna and Graham who go to arrest him. Once they are confident about the evidence and how they are going to bring him down, they drive together in a police car all the way to 5 Crescent Avenue, the place where he squandered my life.

         He did squander my life, I knew that. I knew it as clearly as I knew night from day. He abused me and damaged me, and I should have loved the chance to get away from him, to triumph   over him and say, ‘No more.’ But it was never that simple. Never. He was all I’d ever known, and I knew – because the therapists all told me – that I’d been formed by him. Ace Clarke was a part of me, as familiar as home. And he left me feeling torn, and even though my head said I needed to get away from him, my heart could never do it.

         When I stayed with him in the summer – that weekend I conceived the child – we’d lain together in bed, and he’d run his fingers through my hair and said, ‘Can I visit you after you’ve gone?’

         I said, ‘They’ll never let you.’

         ‘They needn’t know. I can drive over, meet you in town somewhere.’

         I shrugged. ‘Maybe.’

         He said, ‘I love you, Hope. I want to keep seeing you. I can offer you a home when you’re sixteen, when you finally get out of that place.’

         I thought of Annie. If she could see me now, it would break her heart.

         He said, quite casually, ‘Are there any other girls living there?’

         ‘Annie,’ I told him, and I heard my voice crack over the name. ‘And Lara.’

         ‘How old are they?’

         ‘Annie’s fifteen. Lara’s twelve.’

         ‘Can I meet them?’

         I looked at him. ‘Why?’

         He said, ‘I can help them.’

         A dull feeling of sickness swelled inside me then, as I came to understand exactly what his plan was. He wanted to take Annie and turn her into a sex worker, make her completely dependent on him, just as he’d done with my mother. And Lara…

         I shook my head. ‘No, Ace,’ I said. ‘You can’t meet them.’
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          ‘Nice town,’ Muzna says, gazing admiringly out of the windows at the grey winter sea and the promenade with its bandstand and manicured lawns. Everything is sedate and peaceful here, and even 5 Crescent Avenue looks like any other seafront home: tall, white, imposing. There is nothing to even hint at what went on inside.

         Muzna and Graham stride purposefully up the stone steps to the front door and knock loudly. It is an authoritative, ‘this is serious’ knock, not the gentle knock they use when they are coming to break bad news.

         After a moment or two, the door opens and Ace stands before them, tall and broad-shouldered and still far too good-looking to be truly evil, I think.

         ‘Ace Clarke?’ Graham asks.

         He looks from Graham to Muzna and back again. ‘What’s this about?’ he asks.

         ‘We’re arresting you on suspicion of murdering Hope Lacey. You do not need to say anything, but anything you do say that you later come to rely on in court…’

         ‘Murder?’ he says, eyes wide with innocence. ‘Hope … Hope is dead?’

         You have to hand it to him. He’s doing a good job of sounding shocked.

         ‘She is indeed,’ she tells him. ‘Now, you need to come with us to the police station to discuss any role you might have played in this.’

         ‘I didn’t … I had no idea…’ His voice trails off and he breaks down in tears. It’s hard to tell if he is genuine or not.
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        Hope
      

         

         She used to tell me I was addicted to him. To Ace, I mean. ‘He’s destroying you, Hope,’ she’d say. ‘He’s already destroyed you, and you know that, but you can’t give him up.’

         She was right. In my head, it was clear. I knew what he’d done, and how he’d harmed me and destroyed me, body and soul, and then built his wealth on the wreckage. Of course I knew that. But he was Ace, and he’d loved me all my life and cared for me when my mother couldn’t, and even though he was damaging, he was also comforting and familiar. I remembered the way our problems eased the minute he walked through the door; I remembered his generosity; his tenderness when he stroked my hair and said, ‘There is no one in the world more beautiful than you, Hope.’

         Annie’s love was different. Purer, I suppose, but naïve. There were things about me she could never understand. All I ever wanted was to have my family back, and if I let Ace go, I would never have it. He was my family, in lots of ways. It was alright for her. She never wanted her mother.

         Somewhere towards the end of October, Helen came into the living room just after lunch, while Annie and I were in the middle of a dance-off on the Wii. It was ancient, that Wii, but they didn’t have enough money to upgrade to anything more recent. Lara was in her usual place – curled up between the fireplace and the bookshelf full of books no one ever read, her knees against her chest, her head on her knees.

         Helen said, ‘Could you turn that off for a minute, girls?’

         ‘No,’ I said, without looking at her. ‘We’re halfway through and I’m winning.’ The song was some old thing by Shakira and the dance probably too sexy to be doing in front of Lara, but it wasn’t like she was watching us.

         Helen waited patiently until it finished, then said, ‘Right, girls. Wii off now, please. I need to talk to each of you, privately, in my office. There’s nothing to worry about. In fact, it’s good news. Who’s coming first?’

         Before I could say anything, Annie chucked the remote control on the sofa and said, ‘I don’t mind.’

         Helen smiled at her. ‘Thanks, love,’ she said, and the two of them left the room.

         I took myself over to where Lara was and sat against the wall, facing away from her so I wouldn’t be too intimidating. I knew she’d have heard what Helen just said. She always heard everything and knew exactly what was going on all the time, even though she pretended not to. She was a kid on high alert. Her feelers were always out, testing the air for the next threat of harm she’d need to run from. She wasn’t a fighter. She was a fleer. You couldn’t blame her for that.

         I hadn’t had a lot of luck with her, I admit. I’d tried to be her friend because I thought she could do with one, with someone who understood her. I knew, obviously, that I could never really understand what it was like to be six years old and witness your father murder your mother, but I’d seen other horrors. I reckoned I had a better chance of reaching her than any of those idiot foster parents who, when all was said and done, really just wanted a baby of their own and not someone else’s cast-off.

         I’d started out by just going into her room and trying to begin a conversation. I didn’t bother easing my way in with small talk. It was something I didn’t have a clue about – all that, ‘What’s your favourite this, that and the other?’ stuff. I just sat cross-legged on her floor and cut straight to the heart of things.

         The first day, she was sitting at her window, gazing out at the view, like old people do when they’ve lost their minds. She hadn’t looked at me when I walked in, although I knew she was aware of me from the way she flinched and then didn’t loosen up again.

         I said, ‘Lara, it’s just Hope. I’m not here to try and frighten you. I’m here to be your friend. I read your file. I’m sorry. I know I wasn’t meant to and you have every right to be angry with me. I had a sister once, too. She died as well. It’s hard, isn’t it? Really hard.’

         I don’t know what I was expecting. I suppose I thought she’d just turn round and start talking to me. She didn’t, of course, so I carried on. ‘I don’t love many people. Most people are arseholes, you know. But I did love my sister. She was more like my child than my sister, I suppose. My mum was mental on drugs and booze most of the time, so I looked after her. But then she died. Just like that. And she was gone. Just like that.’

         Then she did turn her head and look at me, and although her face was only ever expressionless, I still went on talking to her. Every day, I talked to her, and now and then she would nod her head, as if some of my words had meant something to her.

         Now, I said, ‘What do you think Helen wants to see us about?’

         She edged a tiny, tiny bit closer to me, tilted her head to the side slightly and looked at me with one eye.

         I said, ‘I reckon she’s found new homes for us, that’s what I reckon.’

         She turned her head away again.

         I said, ‘I don’t want to go. They’re going to separate all of us. Me from Annie. You from me. I’d rather die than go. Wouldn’t you?’
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         I was right. That was exactly what Helen said when it was my turn to go in and see her. We weren’t often allowed in the office, only for important official moments, like these. Helen sat at her desk with her glasses on, looking like a headteacher. I took a seat in the swivel chair opposite and kept on swivelling while she spoke. She let me.

         ‘Your social worker has found you a new placement, Hope. A brand-new home, opening in January. It’s quite a long way from here, in Norfolk. It’s a small home, just for two girls…’

         ‘Is Annie going to be the other one?’

         She shook her head. ‘No, love. That isn’t possible.’

         ‘Then I’m not going.’

         ‘I think you’ll like it if you give it a chance.’

         ‘Fuck you.’

         ‘Hope, I understand—’

         ‘You do not. You do not understand. Where’s Annie going?’

         She smiled. ‘I’m sure she’ll tell you, if you ask her.’
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         I left the office and strode back to the living room to find Annie. She was sitting on the sofa, perfectly chilled, as if nothing bad had just happened.

         ‘They’re doing it,’ I said. ‘They’re separating us.’

         She nodded slowly. ‘Yes,’ she said.

         I sat down next to her. ‘So where’s your place?’

         ‘Near Edinburgh.’

         ‘How far’s that from Norfolk?’

         ‘Hours. Hours and hours.’

         ‘Well, fuck them. They can’t make us go. We’ll run away.’

         ‘It won’t be for long. Just till we’re sixteen. Maybe it will be good for us to have time apart. You can work things out…’

         I felt her words as a slap, even though I knew I shouldn’t because here I was, pregnant with Ace’s child, and refusing to give him up or get rid of it. I knew that was what she wanted me to do. She never said so, but I could tell. She wanted me to just have an abortion and for us to go back to the way we were before, just the two of us, without Ace.

         ‘What things?’ I said.

         She looked at me blankly. ‘The baby.’

         ‘Right,’ I said.

         ‘I told Helen I didn’t mind. I said I’d go.’

         I stared at her, and saw my life stretch out before me, barren and empty. ‘OK,’ I said. ‘OK. You fuck off and leave me. That’s fine.’

         Something in her snapped then. ‘Jesus Christ, I can’t take this anymore. You are so unreasonable.’

         ‘Am I?’ I said. ‘Am I really?’ And then the words started falling from my mouth like bile, and I knew what I was saying and how awful it all was, but I couldn’t stop it. I couldn’t stop, even when she was crying like I’d never seen anyone cry before.

         At that moment, I hated her. I hated her for feeling that she could live without me, even for a second. I wanted her to hurt and hurt. I wanted her to be in agony. I reached straight inside her to the parts I knew hurt the most, and stamped on them, over and over again. I said, ‘It’s your fault your mother disappeared. It’s your fault. You drove her away.’ And I repeated all the things she’d said her mother used to say to her, even though they weren’t true: that she was disgraceful, ungrateful, cruel, evil…

         When it stopped, she stared at me if I’d just beaten her up. I suppose I had, in a way.

         Poor Annie. She didn’t know what she was taking on when she got involved with me.
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         We didn’t speak to each other for days after that. She brooded about the house, shocked and silent, and spent ages in her room, where I could hear her crying. I didn’t know what to do to make it better, and by then, I could barely even remember what I’d said that brought her to her knees like this.

         In the end, I went to her and said I was sorry. Because I was sorry. I couldn’t believe I could have done this to her. And she forgave me. She forgave me in an instant, even though I didn’t deserve it.

         ‘I will never leave you,’ she said.

         I didn’t believe her.
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        Annie
      

         

         I can’t get away from her. Everywhere I go, she’s there and yet not there. I hear her voice in my ear, sometimes loving, sometimes furious. It’s the way she always was, by the end. She loved me in ways I’d never dreamed possible, and yet she was capable of such vile hatred. When I first said I wasn’t going to fight the move to a new home, something snapped in her and she went mad. Truly, properly mad. Everything about her changed. Her voice rose in pitch, her face changed, her body became sharp and angular. ‘You’re going to leave me,’ she said. ‘I know you are. You’re just like everyone else.’ And for what felt like ages, she hurled venom at me, repeating all the cruel words my mother had ever said to me and then adding more of her own. She left me so shocked and bruised, I could barely stand.

         Anyone sensible would have walked away from her then. But I was needy. I cried for days. All I wanted was for her to come and make it better, to undo this horrible pain. No one else could do it. Helen tried. She had no idea what was wrong, but she tried talking to me, and although she never said it to my face, I knew she was thinking the sooner she could split us up, the better. I overheard her speaking to Danny about it, in a low, concerned voice: ‘Something has happened between the girls and Annie is heartbroken.’

         ‘That was bound to happen.’

         ‘I know. I thought we could manage this. I thought they could manage it, but it’s becoming harmful, and I don’t know what we can do to stop it.’

         But I didn’t want it to stop. I just wanted us to go back to the way we were, before Ace came back and destroyed everything.
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      He’s demanded a solicitor. It’s fine – he has a right to one, after all – and now he’s holding fast to his right to silence.
    

         
      ‘Where were you on the night of the twenty-fourth of December?’
    

         
      ‘No comment.’
    

         
      ‘Did you know Hope Lacey?’
    

         
      ‘No comment.’
    

         
      ‘Tell us, Mr Clarke: how did your semen end up in Hope’s body that night?’
    

         
      ‘No comment.’
    

         
      ‘Did you give Hope alcohol that night?’
    

         
      ‘No comment.’
    

         
      ‘Did you deliberately intoxicate Hope that night?’
    

         
      ‘No comment.’
    

         
      ‘Knowing that Hope was severely intoxicated and an accident highly likely, did you invite Hope and her friend Annie to come for a row on Meddleswater that night?’
    

         
      ‘No comment.’
    

         
      ‘And when she fell overboard, did you deliberately refuse to jump in and save her?’
    

         
      ‘No comment.’
    

         
      ‘Mr Clarke, on the grounds that there is significant DNA evidence that tells us clearly you were there the night she died, we are charging you with the murder of Hope Lacey…’
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      Lara’s trying to get away from the funeral talk. I don’t blame her. It’s pretty endless – the date, the music, whether my mum will be there, the readings…
    

         
      Helen came up to Lara’s room earlier and explained what was going to happen: a short service where a few people who loved me would talk, then a small gathering in the village hall with some sandwiches and pots of tea and some orange squash for children.
    

         
      Lara, like me, wasn’t sure if there was actually anyone who’d ever loved me, apart from Annie, and look where that ended up. ‘My mum doesn’t give a fuck about me,’ I’d told Lara once, during that time when I was trying to be her friend.
    

         
      Helen said, ‘No one expects you to come, Lara, if you don’t want to.’
    

         
      Lara looked at her. She stayed away from funerals and anything to do with dead or murdered people. She hadn’t yet learned how to fold memories away, to bury them deeply in places where they could no longer rise up and hurt her. She knows that if she were to go to this funeral, she’d find herself stepping inside the church and back through time, to the day…
    

         
      To that day.
    

         
      And if she were to return to that day, without the skilled hand of a professional to guide her through it, then the terrible mess of everything she has only just managed to hold back would rush out of her. It would run all over the place, visceral and chaotic, and Lara would get lost in the mess of her own history, never to return.
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         For weeks, I went on taking myself into Lara’s room, plonking myself down on the floor, and just talking to her. I said whatever came into my head. I suppose some people would have considered the contents of my head weird, or not suitable for sharing with a twelve-year-old, but normal conversation was never going to work on Lara. She’d lived an extreme life. The tedious chatter of ordinary people was never going to find its way into her broken heart.

         I used to study her carefully as I spoke. Sometimes, I could see she was tuning me out, but other times, like when I talked about Jade, she would listen carefully and even turn to face me. Once, I was sure I noticed the beginnings of a smile on her lips, though it died before it bloomed.

         I talked a lot about Jade. I told her how happy I was when she’d been born, and how her birth had changed me and I’d wanted nothing then but to make sure she had a good life. ‘I tried,’ I told her, ‘but I couldn’t do it. I was just too young, in the end. I couldn’t keep her away from the people who hurt her.’

         And when I said that, she inched herself slowly along the bed where she was lying face down, reached out her hand and rested it on my shoulder.

         For a long time, neither of us moved.
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         Lara was the first one I told about the baby. I told her before I even told Annie, or Ace. I ordered a test from Amazon and when I took it and saw the positive glow of that purple stripe, growing stronger and stronger by the second, I started to shake. My heart raced and all I could think was, A baby! And I was excited and frightened because I had no idea what to do about it. I knew I needed to see a doctor and arrange all the things my mother had done when she was expecting Jade – visits to the midwife, a scan, a hospital to give birth in…

         But I didn’t want anyone to know. I thought they’d take it away from me.

         Three days later, I went in to see Lara. Annie was having a therapy session. We all had to have them, for all the good they did us.

         I said, ‘Hey, guess what?’

         She sat still on the floor and looked at me.

         ‘I’m pregnant,’ I said, and made a gesture to indicate a swelling belly, in case she didn’t know what the word meant. That was the trouble with talking to someone who was always silent. You had no idea what they knew. That, I suppose, was Lara’s weapon. A powerful one.

         I said, ‘I want to keep it. It’s all I’ve ever wanted, to be a mother. To have my own child. I know everyone will say I’m too young, but I’m not. I know what looking after a baby involves and I know I can do it. I’m good at it, you see. Everyone used to tell me that with Jade. Everyone. They all said I was a natural. The trouble is, I’m here, in this dump, and they’ll probably try and take it away from me. Give it to a load of bastard foster carers. And there’s Annie to think about. She’ll probably lose her shit if I tell her. So I don’t really know what to do. What should I do?’

         As I spoke, she turned away from me again and curled up into her usual old ball. Later, when I went back to her room, she was nowhere to be seen, but there was a rag doll, cut into pieces on the carpet.
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        Annie
      

         

         
      Your mother didn’t disappear, Annie. You killed her.
    

         Her words keep coming back to me, as I slowly lose my mind. I am losing it, I’m sure. Hope’s voice is in my ear, constantly. Come and join me, she whispers. You said you would once. You still want to.

         But Hope is dead, and I’ve never believed in all those psychic powers she claimed to have, her strange connection to some weird afterlife she’d dreamed up. She guessed the truth about my mother that night she read my file. There were cracks in my story. I told everyone she’d disappeared and no one knew where she was, because it was easier that way, but once Hope found my file, with the reports in black and white, she became suspicious. Hers wasn’t the sort of mind that would assume I’d lied because the reality was too painful. In Hope’s world, people lied because they were guilty. It took her a while, but she got the story out of me. And I told her the truth because I trusted her.

         There’s a knock at my bedroom door. ‘Annie, love. Can I come in?’

         Helen. She’s alright.

         ‘Yeah,’ I say.

         The door opens and she stands there looking round the room. I’m hoping she won’t do an inspection. They do that sometimes, if they think you’re taking drugs or drinking. But I’m not. I’m pretty good, on the whole, apart from that trouble with being arrested. That’s over now, though. I’m back on my best behaviour. Really, I don’t know what came over me at the station on that first day. It must have just been the shock of it all.

         ‘Emma’s downstairs. She’d like to talk to you.’

         Oh, the bloody FLO. Pretending like she’s on our side when we all know she’s just here to see what dirt she can dish on the case, see what she can find out if she gets us to let our guards down. Well, she can fuck off. I am on to that woman, and my guard will not come down, not for one minute.

         I turn to face her. ‘What does she want?’

         ‘Just to talk to you, love. It’s nothing to worry about.’

         ‘Course it’s nothing to worry about. I haven’t done anything.’

         ‘Then come downstairs and have a chat.’

         I do as I’m told. Emma-the-FLO is perched on a sofa in the living room, as if she’s worried she might be contaminated by the home’s madness if she sits on it properly. I stand there in the middle of the room. ‘You wanted to see me,’ I say.

         She smiles and nods. ‘Yes. Thank you, Annie. Why don’t you sit down?’

         I sink into the armchair opposite, make her think I’m relaxed and she can ask me any old shit she likes.

         ‘How are you, Annie?’

         I stare at her. How does she think I am? When I’m pretty sure she’s got the message I smile politely and say, ‘I’m fine, thank you, officer.’

         She nods again. ‘Good. I wanted to let you know that, thanks to your honesty in your interview, we’ve arrested Ace Clarke and charged him with Hope’s murder.’

         Thanks to your honesty in your interview. That’s a crock of absolute horseshit, if ever I heard one. It has nothing at all to do with my interview. It’s to do with the fact that the coroner managed to find Ace’s spunk in Hope’s body. It didn’t all get washed away in the lake. That made him the number one suspect.

         I shrug. ‘Cool,’ I say.

         I want her to apologise for the fact that they arrested me. Just because I was there didn’t mean I had anything to do with it. I’d tried saying that to them at the time, but they were having none of it.

         Then all of a sudden, I’m crying. I don’t know where it came from, but I’m wailing like a hysteric.

         ‘It’s alright, Annie,’ Emma says. ‘You’ve been very brave.’

         But there’s nothing brave about this. I never used to cry. Never. Not even when my mum was mental. I only started crying when I met Hope. I was always crying then. Even when she was alive, she had the power to upset me with her horrible death-wish. That’s the trouble, I think. That’s the trouble with love. I can see why people give up on it.

         Then her voice comes to me again, so clearly I think the whole room must be able to hear it. Murderess, she says.

         I cover my ears with my hands and scream.
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        Hope
      

         

         Night after night back then, I would lay awake while Annie slept beside me, running my hands over my pregnant belly, frightened and anxious and with no idea what to do. I knew the night I’d conceived this child, so I knew exactly how pregnant I was. Seventeen weeks. Time was marching forwards, but all the outside world could see, if they looked at me hard enough, was a tightening in my clothes and a barely noticeable swelling round my middle. I knew, though, that this wasn’t going to last forever. Sooner or later, this baby was going to make itself known, and I had no idea what to do about it. I hadn’t even seen a doctor or a midwife. I was meant to have had scans by now. Already, I realised, I was a bad mother. I was an awful mother, failing to look after the health of my baby.

         I fumbled on the bedside table for my phone. Ace’s number was in there, but I’d entered him as David in case anyone got hold of it and all hell let loose. I scrolled down and started typing.

         
      I’m pregnant. It’s yours.
    

         Hours passed and I drifted in and out of sleep before my phone beeped his reply.

         
      Are you sure? On both counts?
    

         
      Yes. Completely and entirely. I’m pregnant. It’s yours.
    

         
      Have you seen a doctor?
    

         
      No.
    

         
      Make an appointment. Let me know when it is. I’ll come with you. Don’t worry. It will all be OK, sweetheart.
      
    

         I put the phone back on the table and lay down. The relief was like nothing I’d ever known before. Ace was going to make everything alright. Annie wouldn’t like it at first, but she’d come round. She loved me and I loved her, and that was all that mattered in the end.
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        Annie
      

         

         ‘You’ll feel better once the funeral’s over,’ Helen tells me, as if all I need to help me move on is to see Hope’s coffin and know they are going to set it on fire.

         ‘Why don’t you help me pick the music?’ she continues. ‘Hope’s mum said we should choose, because she hadn’t seen her for a while and she doesn’t know what Hope was into…’

         I tune her out. Talk of Hope’s mother makes me angry. I want her to pay. I want her to pay for what she did to my girl, for giving her a life and then making it so unbearable she only ever wanted to cut it short.

         I hear her voice in my ear again. Music, she says. Don’t let them pick anything awful.

         
      I’m not sure what music you even liked. You never seemed into music.
    

         
      None of that classical shit. Nothing with God in it. And no poetry. Don’t let them read poetry.
    

         
      OK. Got it. You still angry with me?
    

         
      Yes. But I also still adore you.
    

         
      Can you stop fucking haunting me? It scares the bejesus out of me.
    

         
      Don’t you want me by your side?
    

         
      By my side, yes. But not mad.
    

         
      You’re the mad one.
    

         Fuck off. Oh, before you go: What do you want at your funeral?

         But she was gone.
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        Hope
      

         

         I made an appointment with the doctor in Windermere and told Ace to meet me there. I had to escape from the home via my bedroom window. I didn’t even tell Annie where I was going, but left her a note so she wouldn’t worry: Gone out. Back soon. Love you. H.

         I booked a taxi to pick me up from the pub in the village. It didn’t matter how much it cost. I knew Ace would be there, waiting with money. He was. As soon as the cab pulled into the surgery car park, I saw him leaning against the wall, smartly dressed and smoking his e-cigarette. My heart lurched at the sight of him. Ace. I still loved him, even now, despite everything.

         
      What was wrong with me?
    

         He came over and paid the taxi driver, then took me in his arms and embraced me. I felt him kiss the top of my head, tenderly, and say, ‘It’s alright, Hope.’ Then he released me and said, ‘You’d better go in. I’ll meet you out here afterwards.’

         I looked at him. ‘Aren’t you coming with me?’

         ‘Darling, I can’t possibly. I’d be arrested.’

         He had a point. ‘Alright,’ I said.

         He kissed me again. ‘Be brave. Find out what it is you have to do, and if it’s too late to get it done on the NHS, then don’t worry. I’ll pay for all of it.’

         I was silent while his words sunk in and realised he was talking about abortion. ‘Ace, I…’

         He waved me away. ‘You don’t want to be late,’ he said.
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         The doctor was a woman, which helped. She made me do another test, which was still positive, as I’d known it would be, although Annie had said once that she thought the baby must have died inside me because my stomach was still so flat. I didn’t speak to her for days after that.

         The doctor said, ‘How old are you, Hope?’

         ‘Fifteen.’

         ‘And are you in a relationship with the baby’s father?’

         ‘Yes,’ I said. It was more or less true.

         ‘Have you discussed what you’re going to do?’

         ‘Yes. We’re going to keep it,’ I said.

         And then, with no warning at all, I started crying.
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         Outside, I met Ace again, and he drove us to a car park on the other side of the lake, where the tourists didn’t go. They all thronged the eastern shores, the busy towns of Windermere and Bowness, but over here there was no one.

         We stepped out of the car. ‘Let’s walk,’ Ace said, and we headed towards a path at the edge of the lake, overhung with empty beech trees. It was early November now and the year was dying. Fallen leaves decayed at our feet, the sky hung low over the lake, and the glow of the sun was distant and faint.

         Ace took my hand. We could hear the gentle heave of water against rocks. He said, ‘You know we can’t keep this baby, Hope.’

         I shrugged.

         ‘You need to live, sweetheart. You need to make a good life for yourself. Haven’t you always said that? You don’t want your mother’s life. You didn’t want Jade to have your life. You want better for yourself and you can have better. But not if you have a baby now, when you’re fifteen. It will destroy you. You’ll have no money, no one to help you. I’ve never had my own kids, but I saw your mother struggle to bring you up. It isn’t easy.’

         I stayed silent. I couldn’t explain my plan to him: that I would live with Annie, she’d go off and become a doctor like she’d always planned, and I’d stay at home with the baby and Ace would give me money. Annie, the baby and I would be a family. We’d be a beautiful, loving family, and Ace would pay for us because he was the baby’s father and because … well, because he had to.

         ‘What did the doctor say?’ he asked.

         ‘She said she’d book me a scan as soon as possible, and she’d refer me to a teenage pregnancy unit and they’d be in touch. She asked a lot of questions about the baby’s father. You know, if I was with him, how old he was, that sort of thing…’

         Ace spoke abruptly. ‘And what did you say?’

         ‘I said he was fifteen and he was my boyfriend and we’d been together two years.’

         ‘Good.’ He paused for a moment, then said, ‘No one must ever know, Hope. You get that, don’t you?’

         And there was darkness in his voice I’d never heard before, and it frightened me.
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        Annie
      

         

         For days, Hope had hardly spoken to me. She moped around the house, or just took herself to bed and slept for hours. It reminded me of when she’d first come here, and the words she’d spoken: Just lie on your bed and count to fifty and then sleep comes and takes you away from this shit for a while. That’s how it would be to die, I reckon. Peaceful. Like being in the deepest, warmest sleep forever.

         I knew she was worried about the baby. It would destroy her to lose it. I wanted to help her, but there was nothing now that I could do. We were meant to be together, she and I. We’d talked about marriage, and I’d meant it. I didn’t care that in the eyes of the world we were too young and barely even knew what love was. If this wasn’t love, then nothing was.

         But she’d betrayed me. She’d gone back to Ace and conceived his child.

         So how could it be love? I made excuses for her. He was a powerful man with too much influence over her; she was beside herself, not having heard from her mother, which is the only reason she went back to him … But however hard I tried, I couldn’t get the images of the two of them together out of my mind. And I was angry. And I didn’t want to bring up his baby.

         Helen said, ‘We’ve found you a new placement, Annie. It’s in a town near Edinburgh. You’ll love Edinburgh.’ And I thought perhaps it would be a good thing – to have some time away from Hope while she decided what to do about the baby, and then perhaps to see her again when we were sixteen and could make our own decisions. Maybe then we could start again.

         But she hated me for suggesting that.

         Murderess, I hear her saying again. Murderess, murderess, murderess.
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        Hope
      

         

         It was Lara that I spoke to first. Something weird had happened between us. I’d started out wanting to help her by becoming her friend, but gradually things had shifted and she’d become the person I confided in. I suppose it was like keeping a diary, but without the risk of anyone ever finding it. I just opened my mouth and let the whole content of my head come out, and Lara sat there listening, silent and dependable as a rock. I knew she would never betray me.

         It never occurred to me to think about the impact my words might be having on her.

         ‘I saw the baby’s father today,’ I told her. ‘He wants me to get rid of it. To have an abortion. Do you know what that is, Lara? It’s where they give you a pill or something that kills the baby, and then you bleed and bleed and lose it.’

         She closed her eyes.

         ‘I don’t want to do that. He says he won’t help me, though. He says he won’t pay for the baby. He says no one can ever find out that it’s his. He’s old, you see. Forty or something. He could be in real trouble if the police found out. It would wreck his life.’

         She went on sitting at the window with her eyes closed.

         ‘I don’t know what to do,’ I said. ‘Do you ever think you’d like to die, Lara?’

         She opened her eyes and turned her head to face me. Then she nodded.

         ‘Problem is, there’s no way I can anymore,’ I said.
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        Annie
      

         

         Eventually, she spoke to me. She came into my room and said, ‘I’ve told Ace.’

         I looked up. ‘What did he say?’

         ‘He thinks I should get rid of it.’

         ‘I should think he does,’ I remarked.

         ‘What do you mean?’

         ‘Of course he wants you to get rid of it, Hope. You’re fifteen. He’s forty-odd. He’s a brothel owner and you worked for him. He can’t have you having his baby. It’d ruin him.’

         ‘I’ve got my first scan tomorrow. I’ll be seeing it on the screen.’

         I put my head in my hands. She wouldn’t let go of this idea that she could keep the baby.

         ‘What?’ she said. ‘Why are you being like that?’

         I took my hands away from my face and looked at her. ‘I can’t help you, Hope. I wish I could, but I can’t. If I thought there was a way for you to have this child and look after it, I would do it. But there isn’t.’

         ‘Fuck you,’ she said, and as she spoke, she replaced herself again. There she was, standing in my room, angular and fierce, and I knew what was coming.

         ‘You want me to kill my baby because you’re a bitch. You pretend to be all nice and normal. You’ve got everyone fooled, haven’t you? Telling Helen you want to go to this new place and you plan to go back to school and become some high-flying fucker. Does she know you’re a murderer, Annie? Does she? Does she know what you did to your mother? Because I know. I know exactly what you did. You’re a murderer. It’s in your blood. You killed your mother. I know you did.’

         I was stunned into silence. I opened my mouth but I couldn’t speak a word. I just stared at her, my face betraying my guilt.

         ‘There it is. You can’t even deny it. And now you want to kill me. Well, I’m not going to let you, Annie. I’m not.’

         And she turned and left the room.

         We were falling apart.
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        Hope
      

         

         I’d done it again. I’d kicked off and made her cry. I was always making her cry.

         The drama was so intense, Gillian came upstairs and separated us. ‘You need to go to your own room, Hope, and calm down.’

         ‘It’s none of your business,’ I said.

         ‘It is my business. We cannot have fighting like this. It’s my job to keep you safe.’

         The old refrain. They were always saying that. Always.

         I went to my room, obediently. It was dark in there. I’d shut out all the light with a black shawl I’d hung at the window. It was better that way. It suited me. I didn’t want any of that wishy-washy pastel-pink stuff other girls liked.

         I lit a couple of candles, sat on the floor and read my cards. They didn’t have anything good to say. There wasn’t a chance for me and Annie, or me and the baby.
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         It was getting harder and harder to keep this a secret. I wasn’t meant to leave the home on my own, but scans and doctors’ appointments took ages, and I had to sneak out without being seen. On the morning of my scan, I put a sign on my door saying, Please leave me alone. I’m knackered. Then I barricaded it shut with my chest of drawers so no one could get in. My plan was that they’d all just think I was in there, sleeping or miserable, and leave me to it. I climbed out through the window. It wasn’t a long drop. The home was built into the side of a hill and even the upstairs windows were close to the ground.

         I thought that if Ace could see the photos, he’d want to keep the baby. He said he wasn’t coming to any appointments with me. If I had this baby, I was on my own. That’s what he said, that day we walked by the lake. Then he said, ‘I won’t let you have it, Hope. Believe me, I will do whatever I have to do to stop this baby being born.’

         I said, ‘Are you threatening me?’

         ‘No,’ he said. ‘It’s not a threat. I am telling you not to have this baby. If you go against me, you’ll have to take the consequences.’

         I knew, of course, that he could be a nasty piece of work. Everyone knew that about Ace Clarke. He had a violent side that he unleashed when he was angry, or if someone hurt the girls at 5 Crescent Avenue. It was just that I’d never seen it myself. Never. The Ace I knew was loving, and looked after me.

         He’d given me some money that day. ‘There’s no more until you tell me the baby’s gone,’ he said.

         I used some of it now to get to the hospital for the scan. When I got there, the waiting room was full of happy, nervous women with their husbands and boyfriends. I sat on my own and felt as though everyone was watching me, as if they could see I was just a teenage sex worker in a terrible mess.

         ‘Hope Lacey?’ a voice called.

         I stood up and followed a midwife into the room where she was doing the scan. I remembered all this from when my mother was pregnant with Jade: the gel on the stomach, the movement of the photographic equipment, the anxious silence as the midwife watched the screen for a while before turning it to me.

         ‘There’s your baby, Hope,’ she said, and I saw it: the huge head, the rounded abdomen and the tiny, spindly limbs.

         She turned up the volume and the sound of the heartbeat filled the room.

         ‘There,’ she said. ‘I’ll take some measurements and…’

         I wished Annie was here.

         I lay there, looking at the images of my baby on the screen, and knew I could never keep this child.
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         I caught a taxi to the village and then walked slowly back to the home. I’d been gone for hours. They’d have noticed by now and I’d be in trouble but I didn’t have it in me to care. Everything in my brain had shut down. There was no way out of this, and all I could think of was dying. It was the right thing to do. It was the only thing to do – to die and leave all the memories of my past, and this present that was falling apart, far behind me.

         I didn’t want to see anyone. I climbed back in through my bedroom window. I found a belt on the floor of my wardrobe and started making a noose. I knew how to do it. I’d read about it on Wikihow. You had to make an s shape, then compress it while you tied a knot in the middle, leaving two loops – one that you hung from the ceiling, the other you put your head in.

         It was easy, and actually, it looked quite pretty when I’d finished, like a decoration. I wished I’d made one ages ago, and hung it on the wall.

         Another thing I’d read, though, was how people usually shit themselves when the noose tightened, and I didn’t want that. In death, I wanted to be beautiful.

         I heaved the chest of drawers away from my door and went out on to the landing to the bathroom. The door was shut, but I could hear the sounds of someone coughing and spluttering and throwing up. It was Annie. Poor Annie. I’d made her sick. I’d made her sick from the pain of my words.

         The realisation snapped me out of my thoughts and brought me back to a world where Annie lived. I slumped against the wall, put my head in my hands and waited for her to come out.

         I was ruining everything.

         Minutes passed. She was still in there, retching and gagging. There was a violence to this that I’d never known in ordinary sickness.

         Then there was silence for a while, followed by the sound of the toilet flushing and the rush of water. The door opened. She looked at me, startled. ‘What are you doing?’ she asked.

         ‘What are you doing, more like?’

         She pushed past me and headed to her room. I followed her. There on the floor was all the mess of a junk-food banquet: chocolate wrappers, empty Pringles tubes, crisp packets, cake crumbs and cans of Coke and Fanta and Sprite.

         ‘Fucking hell, Annie,’ I said, and the truth knocked into me like rapids. All this time, she’d kept the focus on me and my problems, but we never even thought about what might be wrong with her. She was killing herself, secretly, just as surely as I was.

      

   






   
      
         
            65

            Annie

         

         Hope had been ready to die the other night, I knew that she’d have done it if I hadn’t wrecked it for her by being in the bathroom when she needed it. I was ill. I’d managed to keep it at bay when things were good with Hope, but it was back now with a vengeance. While she was in her room making a noose to hang herself, I pulled out my suitcase from under my bed, where I stockpiled all sorts of things for just this kind of occasion. I lifted the lid.

         Rows and rows of chocolate bars glinted in the dim light: Galaxy, Dairy Milk, Turkish Delight, Mint Cream, Flake, Crunchie … And there were crisps, too. Mini tubes of Pringles, Scampi Fries, Chipsticks, Monster Munch, Salt ‘n’ Shake. And drinks: bright-orange Fanta, Coke, Irn-Bru. It was like staring straight at Paradise.

         I spread the treasures out over the floor and started with the Dairy Milk, peeling back the silvery wrapper and catching a glimpse of what lay beneath: the deep-brown spread of a smooth chunk of chocolate, as longed-for as Hope. My jaw fell open as my mouth began to water. I broke the first chunk and ran it over my lips. It melted and I licked it off. I kept on doing this until the chunk had almost disappeared and I could bear it no longer. I put the last of it into my mouth, swallowed, and felt the familiar ache of my stomach as it opened up for more.

         I couldn’t stop then. I pulled off the wrapper and bit into it, again and again until it was gone. Then I did the same to a Flake and a bar of Turkish Delight, and set about the Pringles. I ate quickly, leaving no time to think. I just enjoyed the sensation of biting into all this and feeling it slip down my throat, as if it were rain on desert sands.

         I sat back for a while, looked at the mess on the floor, and felt sweetly sick. I cracked open a can of Fanta and drank a long, fizzy mouthful, then belched. It was a relief to belch like that, to let the air out, create space and start again.

         By the time I finished, I’d eaten my way through:

         
            	Four Dairy Milks

            	Three Flakes

            	Two tubes of prawn cocktail Pringles

            	One tube of salt and vinegar Pringles

            	Three bars of Turkish Delight

            	Two packets of Scampi Fries

            	Two packets of Chipsticks

            	One packet of pickled onion Monster Munch

            	One can of Fanta

            	One can of Coke

         

         For a while, I lay still on my bedroom floor, full and heavy as a cow. I closed my eyes and imagined all that sugar, all that fat, all that salt, hardening in my stomach. The urge to get rid of it started slowly. It was too late, I thought. I’d done it. I’d eaten this junk and now it was there inside me like a trapped rat, making me ill.

         I wanted it out. I stood up and started pacing the floor, the way my mother used to do in her madder moments. It needed to go quickly, because even as I walked, I could feel it settling there, ready to turn into thick, white fat.

         I needed to bring it all back up now, the way I’d sent it all down – urgently, with force.

         I went to the bathroom and locked the door. Afterwards, I knew the relief would be deep and vast. Cleansing, like confession.

         We were mad, she and I. There could be no question of that.
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      Here’s the thing about Annie: she’s secretive. She plays with the truth – holds it back, or only reveals part of it. She had my entire life in her hands before she told me anything about hers, and even then, I had to get back into the office and read her files to work out the truth of it. She told me how her mother was mad and they’d been poor and how miserable she’d been. She even told me she wanted her to disappear, or die.
    

         
      She said her mother had gone missing eventually, that Caitlin had convinced herself she was the son of God and gone off to save the world. She lied. Caitlin died at home. Suicide the files said. But I knew Annie had given her the final push herself.
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            Annie

         

         My illness started when my mother went mad that last time, but I’d been getting better since coming here and meeting Hope. Much better. She was good for me. Until she wasn’t.

         She’d wrecked me. Those words of hers were as sharp as knives, and the pain as real and physical as a wound to the heart. No one could make this better now. She’d emptied me out and left me hollow. I was as dead as Lara.

         You’re a murderer. It’s in your blood.

         I couldn’t get her words out of my head. I covered my ears with my hands, trying to block them out, but it didn’t work. The drama of my mother kept unfolding in front of me. I saw her that morning, lying in her unwashed sheets, mad as any Victorian hysteric.

         ‘You need to keep up with your medicine, Caitlin,’ I said.

         ‘I’m not ill,’ she told me feebly, exhausted from all her night-time ravings. ‘The Lord is coming for me. He will show me the way. He’s already brought me those feathers. I’m just waiting for the next sign.’

         ‘You’re ill, Caitlin,’ I said. ‘You’re really ill. God isn’t coming for you. It’s one of your delusions because you haven’t been taking your pills. God isn’t coming for you,’ I repeated, and felt myself becoming angry and upset so tears sprang into my eyes. ‘There probably isn’t even such thing as God.’

         She hadn’t been violent for a while, not like she used to be when I was younger. Now, her attacks were shorter lived – slaps to the face, which were sudden and hard but over quickly, and so frequent, I accepted them as normal, barely worth mentioning. This time, though, she bounded out of bed, and before I’d even realised what was happening, she had a tight grip on my hair and was pulling me down to the floor. Then she sat astride me and delivered so many blows to my face, I thought she wouldn’t stop until she’d killed me.

         ‘Caitlin…’ I said breathlessly, between punches, ‘Stop. Please stop…’

         She did. Then she stood up, gazed contemptuously down at me and said, ‘That’s what happens when you slander the Lord. Don’t do it again.’
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         I didn’t leave the house for days after that. My face was a mess, purple and swollen. I bathed it in witch hazel and took paracetamol for the pain.

         While looking in the medicine cupboard, I found the sleeping pills the doctor had prescribed my mother months ago. She hadn’t taken any of them. There were twenty-eight in the pack. For a minute, I thought about taking them, right there and then, and putting an end to this misery of living with her. But I didn’t want to die. I just wanted my mother to be gone, far away from me, never to return.

         My mind drifted to an article I’d read in a newspaper a while back, about a man who’d killed his wife by crushing sleeping tablets into her food. He’d lovingly made her breakfast every morning and taken it to her on a silver tray while she was still in bed. He’d started out with just three or four and gradually increased the dosage until finally it was enough to kill her.

         Twenty-eight pills, I thought. A four-week supply. Would that do it? Would that be enough?

         My mind began to race and my hands were shaking as my thoughts took form. Could I do it? And could I get away with it? If I gave them to her all at once, how long would she take to die? Maybe, if I made her dinner, then left the empty packet by her bed, the police would think she’d done it herself…
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        Hope
      

         

         We both knew it was falling apart and neither of us had a clue how to mend it. Ace, the baby, her mother, the home closing down … it had all become too much.

         ‘Maybe Helen’s right,’ she said. ‘Maybe we’re too young. I haven’t got what I need to deal with this. I can’t handle it.’

         I said nothing to that. She was probably right. I was ashamed of how badly I’d hurt her, but I couldn’t make it better. ‘I’m sorry,’ I said afterwards. ‘I didn’t mean it.’

         She looked at me, the turmoil inside her clear on her face. ‘Then why did you say it?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         It was true. I didn’t know. Hateful, terrible, unspeakable things came out of my mouth and I had no control over any them. Of course, I knew it was happening. I could hear my words filling the room, every one of them like a bullet through the heart of this girl I loved, but I couldn’t make it stop, not even when she was crying so hard she could barely breathe.

         She’d opened herself up to me, heart and soul, and I couldn’t stop stamping on her. She was a mess now, a broken, beaten mess. All I wanted was to put her back together, but she wasn’t going to let me, and besides, I had no idea how to do it.

         I said, ‘Shall we walk down to the church?’

         She shrugged. ‘OK.’

         We took the short-cut through the village. It was late autumn now, and I was more than eighteen weeks’ pregnant. Beneath my clothes was the slight swell of the baby I had done nothing about.

         She shivered as we walked into the woods, where the path dropped down to the lakeside. The autumn rainfall had swollen the lake, and we could see it through the gaps in the trees, its rippling grey spread silvered in the November sunlight.

         I took her hand in mine. She didn’t move away.

         It was windy and cold on the shore. I pulled my coat tight around me. Annie said, ‘Let’s go in the church. It’ll be warmer there.’

         We creaked open the old oak door. Inside, there were only four rows of pews, a font and a small table lit with the flames of three gently glowing tealights. A notice to one side read, ‘Please feel free to light a candle in prayer. Suggested donation: 20p’.

         Annie took a candle and lit it from the flame of one already burning. She placed it beside the others and closed her eyes briefly.

         ‘What are you praying for?’ I asked.

         ‘For you,’ she said.

         I seized on her word. I couldn’t help it. ‘Not us?’

         She shook her head. ‘For you,’ she repeated.
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         We stayed there for a long time, aware that darkness was falling outside, watching the flames in the slowly fading light. We held hands and she wept now and then in the silence. Sometimes, I brushed the tears from her cheeks or lowered my lips to the crown of her head.

         The love between us was perfect, and terrible.
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        Helen
      

         

         Ace had been charged, Annie was off the hook, and things were meant to be calming down, getting back to some kind of normality. But nobody could settle, and one by one, staff were handing in their notice. Gillian was first, then Clare, quickly followed by the others who hadn’t been on shift when Hope died, but who’d still had their worlds rocked by it and decided there were other jobs they could do for £13,000 a year that didn’t plunge them into catastrophe and trauma, and a need for therapy.

         On top of that, senior management had announced that, under the circumstances, they now saw fit to close the home down as soon as they could. The staff would work out their notice; they would recruit no replacements and Helen would be given a small redundancy package and a promise to help her find new employment, perhaps in one of the organisation’s other, less expensive properties.

         But Helen wasn’t sure she wanted this work anymore. It was all too bleak, too hopeless. She was thinking of doing something drastic. Already, she could see her fiftieth birthday, just five years ahead of her. It loomed like the summit of a mountain, and she needed to put something on the other side of it, or she’d just end up freefalling to old age: divorced; the children grown up and gone; her whole life lived in silence, waiting for their Sunday-afternoon duty visits…

         Maybe, she thought, she should go back in time, get the education she’d missed out on in her youth because she’d been too busy getting married and having babies.

         It was something to think about, although for now her energy had to go into Annie and Lara. What would become of them? She tried to think of this as a chance for their lives to move forwards positively. Annie was moving to Edinburgh, and Helen was ready to fight to get Lara where she needed to be – in a community that specialised in children’s mental health, and screw the cost of it.

         Lara was outside now. Helen could see her from the kitchen window, scrabbling about the dry-stone walls that separated the home from the farmland. In the summer, she’d collected five caterpillars and brought them into the house. Helen had given her a pot to keep them in, along with leaves to feed on, and they’d watched as they grew rapidly fatter and fatter until one of them successfully hardened into a chrysalis and eventually a small grey moth had emerged. They’d been hoping for a butterfly, but Lara seemed unbothered. The rest of them had died.

         ‘You know her room is filled with dead stuff, don’t you?’ Hope told Helen once. ‘That’s why the whole of upstairs fucking stinks.’

         It had been a problem, this habit Lara had of looking after the dead. Every day now, Helen had to go up to her room and remove the corpses of small animals and insects that she hoarded in her cupboard, like someone stockpiling food in case of nuclear disaster. She’d only found out about it when Hope told her, although for weeks she’d been aware of the putrid smell of decay and made all the girls deep clean their rooms, although as soon as you stepped into Lara’s, you knew that was where it all came from. But you couldn’t be seen to single someone out, especially someone like Lara. Helen had helped her, going into her room and talking to her easily while she dusted and wiped and vacuumed. There was never any response. Lara just fixed her with those wide eyes that looked so empty but were filled with terrible knowledge. They were like black holes, sucking everything she’d ever witnessed deep inside her, and letting no light back out. Even when Helen had opened the wardrobe door and the smell had hit her so hard she’d had to cover her face with her hands, Lara hadn’t flinched.

         ‘Oh, dear,’ Helen had said briskly, pulling down an old, damp shoebox and peeling it open. There inside were the rotting leftovers of birds, their wet feathers mingled with the sodden cardboard, like the hidden remains of a small yet terrible disaster.

         She was full of questions: What was this? How long had it been there? Why on earth did she hoard death like this? But of course, Lara was never going to answer. Never. And if she did, Helen wasn’t the person to drag the reasons for this dark desire out of her and heal it. That was the work of the therapists, the mental-health specialists.

         It would be connected to the murders of her mother and sister. Anyone could see that.

         ‘It’s like self-harming,’ Hope said, with authority. She’d been trying to befriend Lara in those last few months before her death, and considered them closer than they really were. ‘Like when you have to drag a razor down your arm to let the pain out. It’s like that. She needs to watch things die, over and over, to let the grief out. I bet you anything that’s what it is.’

         It was a plausible theory, Helen thought.

         Now, while Lara was out, she decided to head up to her room and clear it of any other gruesome collections. She took some disposable gloves from under the sink. Although nothing had ever been as bad as that first discovery – she’d felt the contamination on her hands for days after that – she didn’t ever want to risk the touch of death against her skin again.

         She called Danny to come with her as a witness, so he could ensure the balance was maintained between ensuring good hygiene and not invading Lara’s privacy, and then searched the room in all its usual spots – under the bed, in the wardrobe, inside every drawer. But there was nothing this time. When she opened the only box she found hidden at the back of the wardrobe, there was just a single sheet of paper, scrawled over in blue biro. Helen knew that messy, badly formed writing immediately. It was Hope’s:

         
            Lara,

            Life is shit. Me and Annie are going to kill ourselves. You should join us.

            Hope

         

         In silence, she passed the note to Danny. He took a deep, sharp breath. ‘Fuck,’ he said. ‘Now what?’
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         Her pregnancy was starting to show now – only slightly, but enough for us both to know she wouldn’t be able to hide it for much longer. I didn’t know the legal time limit for abortion, but began to wonder now whether the date had already passed. Probably, that was what she wanted – to keep the secret until it was too late and there was no choice but to let her go ahead and have the baby.

         Never once did I mention abortion to her. I wouldn’t have dared, but she knew I saw it as the only possible solution to this mess. Abort the baby, get Ace out of her life, start again.

         It was simple, when you looked at the situation coldly. But Hope wasn’t cold, and everything was chaos.

         I couldn’t hide from her. She knew I was sick now, and she knew my mother hadn’t gone missing – that she was dead and that I’d killed her. Sometimes, I imagined the police finding out somehow and there being a trial. I could hear the judge’s voice in my head: ‘This was no moment of desperation, but a cool and premeditated act. It must have taken you quite some time to plan this – to find those tablets, to pop them out of their foil wrappers, to crush them into her food – time in which many people would have been able to see the wrong in what they were about to do. But not you…’

         One morning, the fear took over me and I lay on my bed, burying my face in my pillow. Guilty, I thought. Guilty, guilty, guilty.

         I didn’t know how I was going to carry this guilt through the rest of my life. Loving Hope had helped. If I were capable of the deep and selfless love I had for her, then I couldn’t be bad. I couldn’t be a murderer. I was just…

         I was a murderer.

         The door opened. Hope came in and sat down on the edge of my bed. I knew it was her, even though I didn’t look up. Everything about her was familiar to me. I knew the sound of each footstep, the mood of the air shifting as she entered it, the exact weight of her beside me.

         ‘Are you alright?’ she asked. Then, when I didn’t answer, she rested a hand on my back and said, ‘Sit up, Annie.’

         I sat up.

         ‘We can’t go on like this,’ she said.

         I shook my head. ‘No.’

         ‘Shall we…’ she began, and I knew what she was going to say. ‘Shall we put an end to it, like we’ve been thinking of doing?’

         She stopped talking for a minute, then stood up, restless and agitated. ‘I can’t have this baby without you,’ she said. ‘I don’t think I can live without you.’

         I watched her as she picked things up from my shelves – a lipstick, a notebook, a couple of hairbands – fiddled with them for a while and then put them down again. ‘And what’s your life without me? It’s nothing, Annie. How are you going to live with your guilt, and your illness? How can you recover from either of them?’

         She was right, I knew that. There was no way out of any of this.

         I said, ‘We might as well.’

         She put her arms around me and for a long time, neither of us moved.
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         But that night, I lay awake, with Hope sleeping beside me, and I didn’t want to die. I was guilty and ill, and everything about my love for Hope was falling apart, but one day, with time, things could get better. There were ways I could ease my guilt. I could get out of here and live a good life. I could study hard and find a career that helped people. I could give money to charities that supported people with my mother’s kind of illnesses. I could…

         I didn’t need to die.

         Urgently, I shook Hope awake. ‘I can’t do it,’ I said. ‘I don’t want to.’

         ‘What you talking about, Annie?’ Her voice was thick with sleep.

         ‘I don’t want to die,’ I said. ‘I can’t do it.’

         ‘You can,’ she said, and rolled over. Then she added, ‘Lara’s coming with us.’
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         ‘But you said you would. We agreed. We’ve been talking about it for months now – not always in so many words, but we both knew what we meant.’

         I worked to keep my voice calm. I was trying hard now not to shout at Annie, not to turn into the person who destroyed her with poisonous words.

         ‘I don’t want to die,’ Annie said again. ‘And you don’t have to. There are other solutions.’

         ‘Like what?’ I asked, but she stayed silent. Of course she did. She only had one solution: abort the baby, as if it were that simple; as if by ending the pregnancy, this child would never have happened.

         I said, ‘OK. Then we won’t die.’

         She was right, of course. I didn’t really want to die, not now I had all the promise of a baby and a future. It didn’t matter, really, whether Annie came with me or not. I could make a life with anyone. That’s what they always said in secure. ‘A family is a family. It doesn’t matter what form it takes.’

         She turned to me with hopeful eyes. ‘Really?’

         ‘Yes. Really. You fuck off and live your life. If you won’t come with me, I can run away with Lara. She needs a family. She’ll be grateful for it. She’d love the chance to live with me and help me bring up the baby.’

         She stared at me as if I’d lost my mind. I suppose no one could have blamed her for that. ‘Lara’s twelve, Hope,’ she said. ‘You can’t … you can’t…’ Her voice trailed off in disgust.

         ‘I don’t mean she’ll be my wife, you idiot. I just mean we’ll be two people who need a family, and we’ll have one.’

         ‘And Ace? What will he do to Lara?’

         ‘Nothing. I won’t let him.’

         ‘Until you’re desperate, Hope. Until you’re living in some squalid flat with a crying baby and not enough to eat and no idea where your next meal’s coming from.’

         ‘No,’ I said. ‘It won’t be like that.’

         ‘Of course it will be like that. It can’t be any other way. Lara is a dream for Ace. Twelve years old and unable to tell anyone what he does to her. He’ll jump at the chance to have her on his books, to let middle-aged men…’

         I hated that about Annie. She never thought twice about quashing a dream.
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         To Lara, I said, ‘I know we talked about killing ourselves, the three of us together. But I’ve got a better idea…’

         She looked at me with interest, the way she always did now.

         I went on: ‘We all know they’re shutting this place down. I have to go to some shit heap called Norwich, Annie’s going to Edinburgh. I suppose you know where you’re going?’

         She nodded.

         ‘Do you want to go there?’

         She looked vacant.

         ‘Course you don’t. How about you and I run away?’

         I could see she was listening.

         I told her I knew this man, Ace Clarke. I said he was the father of my baby and he was rich and kind and generous. He’d give us a place to live if I agreed to work for him for a while, and in six months, I’d have enough money saved to rent a flat. We could live there, she and I, and she could help me with the baby. I would be like her sister… I watched her as I spoke, and saw the first flicker of interest transform into something more. Her eyes looked bright and hopeful.

         Then all of a sudden, in a voice weak with lack of use, she said, ‘I’d like that.’
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         It was hard to believe she could be serious about running away with Lara. It was a crazy idea, not one that would ever possibly work. When she was speaking, she reminded me in some ways of my mother. They were both delusional.

         The next day, she came to me and said, ‘Lara’s up for it. We’re going to run away. Ace will give us money.’

         ‘Whatever,’ I said.

         ‘So you’re not coming?’

         ‘No.’

         She fixed her eyes on me and didn’t let the smirk leave her face.

         I need to get away from you.
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         I reminded myself there was no evidence. There was nothing at all that linked me with my mother’s death. The coroner had returned a verdict of suicide. It had all been so terribly, shockingly easy…

         Ten days after I’d first had the thought about mixing the sleeping pills into my mother’s food, I did it. I’d been able to think of nothing else all that time. She was still mad, still delivering me slaps across the face, on top of the bruises already there, and I thought, I am never going to be safe here. There was no one for me to tell. I had no family, no friends and no teachers I felt I could ask for help. I was trapped in this house, in my mother’s endless madness.

         She was sitting in the front room as usual, smoking Mayfair and watching a quiz show I’d never seen before.

         I said, ‘Shall I get some dinner?’

         ‘OK.’ She didn’t take her eyes away from the screen.

         ‘I learned how to make spaghetti bolognese in food tech the other day. Shall I do that?’

         ‘Bit fancy, isn’t it?’

         ‘It’s nice, though.’

         ‘Alright.’

         I cooked the pasta and heated a tin of minced beef and onions on the hob. I loaded my own plate first, leaving more than half the can in the saucepan for Caitlin. She needed a big portion of mince to host the pills, disguise the taste, and stop her noticing the powder on her tongue. We didn’t own a pestle and mortar, so I crushed them by piling them on the worktop and rolling a can of baked beans over them. Then I stirred them into the mince and served it to her: her last supper.

         She ate mechanically, as she always did, lifting the fork to her mouth and chewing as if she were barely tasting the food. I watched, and shook and felt sick. I was killing her. I was killing my mother, and although I was nervous, I couldn’t say I was feeling guilty about it.

         The pills took effect quickly, faster than I’d expected. She raised a hand to her head and said, ‘I think I need to go to bed, Annie. This dinner has knocked me out.’ Her words came out more slowly than usual.

         ‘Are you alright?’ I asked.

         She nodded. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘It must be the Lord…’

         Oh, the bloody Lord.

         ‘OK,’ I said, and she dragged herself up the stairs.

         I sat and watched the television for hours.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         It was the early hours before I took myself upstairs and lay the empty pill packet on the floor beside her bed. I did it quickly, in the dark, without looking at her, but I listened for a while and couldn’t hear her breathing.
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         I spent the night drifting in and out of sleep, feeling only emptiness and disconnection from what I’d done. As soon as it was light, I got up and took myself downstairs. Her cigarettes were still on the arm of the sofa. I sat and smoked them, one by one, until they were gone.
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         At midday, when she still hadn’t come downstairs, I went up to her room. She was lying quite still beneath the covers. I’d never seen her look so peaceful.
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        Hope
      

         

         Things at the home dragged on. Annie hardly spoke to me anymore. She slept in her own bed and I slept in mine and, at night, without her, I cried. I missed her, and loved her, but it felt like there was no way back now from this dark place we’d walked into. It was my fault, I knew that, and when I thought about it too much, I felt such deep shame I could hardly bear it. It was easier to hate her than face it.

         Just before Christmas, I met Ace in a café in Windermere. I wore loose jeans and a top, even though my bump was still barely noticeable.

         The midwife had told me some women didn’t show for a long, long time, so to Ace, I was able to say, ‘I had an abortion.’

         ‘When did you do that?’

         I shrugged. ‘A few weeks ago.’

         He leaned over the table and patted my head. ‘Good girl,’ he said. ‘You’ve done the right thing.’

         I was silent for a while, then said, ‘The home is closing down soon. They want to send me to Norwich.’

         ‘Norwich?’

         ‘I don’t want to go.’

         ‘Of course you don’t. It’s bloody miles away.’

         I looked him square in the eye. ‘I want to come back and work for you.’

         His face lit up. ‘Really?’

         ‘Yes, really.’

         ‘That’s excellent, Hope. Really excellent. You can have your old flat back, if you like.’

         I smiled. ‘Thanks. I’d appreciate that. It would only be for a while. I want my own place when I’m sixteen.’

         ‘Sure. I’ll help you.’

         ‘And I want to bring my friend with me. Lara.’

         He leaned back in his chair. ‘Lara,’ he repeated, as if he were trying out the name on his tongue.

         ‘Yes. I want her to live in the flat with me.’

         ‘Is this the girl you said I was never to meet?’

         I nodded.

         ‘And how old is Lara?’

         ‘She’s twelve, Ace. She’s had a bad life. She needs looking after.’

         ‘You know I’ll look after her.’

         ‘But you’re not to touch her, Ace. She’s a child. If you touch her, I’ll do you in.’

         He chuckled.

         I said, ‘We’d like to come as soon as possible.’

         ‘Of course, sweetheart. Tell Lara not to worry. I’ll take care of everything. If she needs clothes, I’ll buy them. If she needs money, I’ll give it to her.’

         I nodded. ‘But you’re not to touch her, Ace,’ I said again.
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         I listened outside Lara’s door, to the sound of Hope going on about her insane plans. ‘I’ve met with Ace,’ she was saying, ‘and he’s agreed to give us a flat. He’ll pick us up and drive us there. It’ll have to be after six because it needs to be dark so no one will see us. I suggested he pick us up from the church in Meddleswater. We can wait inside so if he’s late we won’t be too cold. Don’t pack too many things. We’ll have to walk there. It’s not far, but you don’t want to be weighed down with bags. Don’t worry, he’ll give us money for new clothes when we get there.’

         I felt her words like a kick to the stomach. How could she use the church – our church – as a place for all this seediness? That’s what it was. Seedy. There was no other word for it.

         The door opened and she stepped into the hallway. ‘Were you listening?’ she said, as soon as she saw me.

         ‘You’re insane, Hope. Absolutely insane.’

         ‘So says you.’

         She walked past me to her room. I followed her and shut the door.

         ‘Fuck off,’ she said.

         ‘No, I won’t fuck off. What are you playing at, Hope? You can’t take Lara to live with that man. It’s dangerous. It’s … it’s wrong. It’s completely wrong.’

         ‘No, it’s not.’

         ‘Has he agreed to you keeping the baby?’

         ‘I’ve had an abortion, like you wanted.’

         ‘Bullshit.’

         ‘I have.’

         This was a lie, such an obvious one I didn’t know why she was bothering to tell it. ‘Is that what you’ve told Ace?’

         ‘Yes. And it’s true.’

         ‘It’s not true. And he’ll find out. How do you think you’re going to live in his house and hide a pregnancy? It’s dangerous. You know what that man is. He can hurt you. I’m going to tell Helen. I won’t let you do this.’

         Her face took on a look I’d never seen before – fierce and so full of hatred, I wanted to cry. ‘If you do,’ she said, ‘you know what will happen. You’ll be banged up for your mother’s murder. I mean it, Annie. I’ll fuck your life up. I know how.’

         I looked at her smirking at me and, for the first time, I felt truly afraid of her, as if I were trapped in a world where I either did what she said, or she would ruin me.

         ‘You wouldn’t.’

         ‘I would. I can tell Helen. She’ll tell the police. She’ll have to. It’s her…’ she floundered, trying to think of the right words, ‘…moral responsibility,’ she finished, looking triumphant.

         ‘You won’t.’

         ‘Watch me,’ she said.
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         I couldn’t believe it. After all this time, she’d started speaking – just a little at first, just single words and short sentences, but slowly, and as long as she knew no one else could hear her, she began to talk more and more. Mostly, she whispered. ‘I want to live with you and the baby,’ she said, and I could tell she was excited.

         ‘You will, Lara,’ I promised her. ‘You will. We’ll be just like a normal family. Well, maybe not a normal family exactly, but a good one.’

         She smiled and curled up beside me on the bed. ‘Don’t tell anyone,’ she said.

         ‘Of course not.’

         ‘I mean don’t tell anyone I can speak. I didn’t even know I could.’

         ‘I won’t say anything,’ I promised.

         I felt proud of her, as if she were my child.
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         I wasn’t sure how serious she was. Would she tell the police? There was no way of knowing. All I knew was that the Hope I loved had gone and there seemed to be no way of getting her back.

         If she did tell the police, what could they do? I reminded myself again that there was no evidence to connect me with my mother’s death. None at all. But I’d seen those programmes on TV where the police bullied people into confessions. I wondered if they’d try that on me, and shuddered at the thought. So I said nothing to Helen about Hope’s plan, even though I wanted to, even though every instinct was telling me it was the only thing I could do. She needed to be stopped, and Helen could do it so much more easily than me.

         But I was afraid.
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         I knew they were planning to leave on Christmas Eve. I don’t know why they chose that, of all days. Maybe it was because Hope hated Christmas. She didn’t want to be reminded of it, of being away from her mum and stuck in a home with people who only cared because they were paid to.

         In the afternoon, around three, she came into my room. ‘I wanted to say goodbye,’ she said.

         ‘You’re definitely going?’

         ‘Yes.’

         ‘And you’re definitely taking Lara?’

         She nodded.

         I sighed. ‘Well … Good luck.’

         Suddenly, viciously, she said, ‘What’s that supposed to mean?’

         ‘It just means … I hope it works out the way you want it to.’

         ‘Fuck you. You don’t hope that at all. You want it to go wrong. You always have done. You never wanted me to have this baby. You wanted me to kill it from the very beginning.’

         I couldn’t be sure, but I wondered whether she’d been drinking. If she’d seen Ace recently, he could easily have given her booze to bring back to the home with her.

         I said, ‘Please, Hope…’

         She disappeared for a minute. When she came back, she had a kitchen knife in her hand. I’d seen it before. It was the one she kept wrapped in a T-shirt beside her bed. For a split second, I thought she was going to kill me with it, but instead, she held out her arm and ran the blade across it.

         ‘Is this what you want, Annie?’ she said. ‘To see me bleed?’

         ‘Please, Hope…’ I said again. ‘Please…’

         She dug the knife into her skin and brought blood to the surface. ‘Like this?’ she asked. ‘Or more than this? Probably more. More like this.’

         The blade went in further. A few drops of blood fell to the floor. She pulled the knife away and revealed a deep gash. There was more blood now, all over the carpet.

         ‘Hope, stop it. You don’t want to be doing this.’

         She lifted her top and revealed the tiny bump of her baby. ‘What do you want me to do, Annie? Shall I cut it out of me? Leave it here for you as a little gift?’

         I started to cry. She laughed, and tossed the knife on the floor.

         Then she went.
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         It was just before six when we set out. I tried to find Annie to say goodbye again, but she was nowhere to be found. Fuck her, I thought.

         I told Lara to wait and went downstairs to the office. Helen was on leave now. She wanted to spend Christmas at home with her own kids. The ones she really cared about, not the ones she’d been dumped with.

         I knocked on the door. ‘Come in,’ said a bright, cheerful voice. Danny.

         I opened the door and stepped inside. ‘Dan, can I have a word?’

         He swivelled his chair round to face me. ‘Sure.’

         ‘There’s something that’s been really bothering me. I haven’t known what to do about it and I’ve felt really torn, but now I think I just need to do the right thing.’

         His expression became serious. ‘Go on,’ he said.

         ‘There isn’t an easy way to say it, so I’ll just say it.’

         ‘OK.’

         He sat calmly, ready to listen.

         ‘Annie’s mother didn’t kill herself. Annie did it.’

         At first, he simply looked shocked. Then slowly he said, ‘Are you sure?’

         ‘Yes,’ I told him. ‘I’m really sure.’

         I wasn’t sure how much he already knew, so I gave him the full story. I told him how Annie’s mother had been mad and they were poor, and she never had enough food, and her mother beat her and abandoned her, and how Annie longed to get away but couldn’t work out how to, and how, in the end, she tricked her mother into taking too many sleeping pills and she’d died. Afterwards, he nodded. ‘Thank you for telling me this, Hope. It was a brave thing to do.’

         ‘What are you going to do?’

         ‘I’ll log what you’ve told me and when Helen comes back to work after Christmas, we’ll discuss it.’ He looked at me seriously. ‘But of course we can’t ignore this.’

         I understood his tone. It was the tone of someone saying, ‘If you’re making this up, now’s your chance to back down.’

         But I wasn’t backing down.
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         If I couldn’t tell Helen, then I had no choice but to try and put a stop to this myself.

         The girls were still at home when I left to walk down to Meddleswater. Dusk had fallen by the time I got there, and I wondered how they would find their way. Before long, the only light would come from the moon, which was full, but hardly enough for them to see by. Hope wasn’t the sort to plan things properly. She wouldn’t have thought to bring a torch.

         It was cold, so I let myself into the church. The sight of it – the rows of pews, the aisle running between them, the altar – took me straight back to the afternoon I’d come here with Hope, and I felt a pain in my chest, as sharp and raw as an open wound. For a minute or two, I perched on the edge of a pew and put my head in my hands, wishing and wishing it had never come to this. I wasn’t even sure what I was doing. I only knew that Hope had lost all sense of reason, that she and Lara were in danger and I had to stop it. But now I was here it seemed a foolish idea, a task that was beyond me.

         I went on sitting there for fifteen minutes or so, and then Hope’s voice drifted towards me from outside. ‘He won’t be long. We’ll just wait here. Don’t worry.’

         What should I do? I thought about going outside and telling Lara the truth: that Ace was a dangerous man, and she was better off staying in care – where she’d be looked after – or dead than with him. But if I went out there now, Hope would just shout at me and upset me, and there seemed to be no point in that. I should wait until I heard Ace. There was no road to Meddleswater. Like the home, you had to park half a mile away and walk to it, so there’d be time. He couldn’t just bundle his cargo into his van and get away.

         I stood up and moved back towards the door so I could listen more clearly to what was going on.

         ‘Are you alright?’ Hope was asking. ‘Are you cold? You can wait in the church if you want. I’ve got no bloody phone signal, so I can’t text him to let him know where we are. But I’ll wait here. You go inside if you like.’

         I thought about hiding, but the church was dark enough. If I just stayed here…

         Lara came inside. I could barely see her, but I was aware of her footsteps. She simply walked towards a pew and sat down.

         My breathing was rapid and shallow. I tried to slow it down by taking long, deep breaths, the way I used to when my mother was in one of her rages. I wished I’d never come here. I had no idea what I was even planning to do. How would I ever be a match for Ace Clarke? I hadn’t thought this through properly. I should just let them go, then head back to the home and spill it all out to Helen or Danny. Just tell them the truth – everything about my mother, about Hope, the baby … And then face whatever happened next. Surely nothing could be as bad as what was going on now.

         It was then that I heard him outside. ‘Hello, sweetheart,’ he was saying.

         He made me feel sick and, for a minute, I thought I might be.

         ‘You must be dying for a drink. I brought you some vodka and Coke.’

         I sensed her hesitate.

         ‘What’s wrong?’ Ace said.

         There was only silence from Hope.

         ‘If you’ve got rid of this baby, you’ll have a drink.’

         I hated him. I really, really hated him.

         ‘And where’s Lara?’

         ‘She’s in the church. She was cold. I’ll go and get her.’

         He lowered his voice. I had to strain to hear him. ‘Not yet, sweetheart. Not yet. If Lara’s going to be living with you, then you and I aren’t going to get much time alone together, are we? So let’s make the most of now.’
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         I could hear what they were doing, and knew Lara would be hearing it, too.

         In the darkness of the church, I called out to her. ‘Lara? Lara, it’s Annie. Don’t be frightened.’

         I could see the dark shape of her on the other side of the aisle, and moved to sit beside her.

         ‘Lara,’ I said. ‘I know what Hope has told you. She isn’t being honest, you know. Ace isn’t a good man. He doesn’t want to protect you. He’ll harm you. Hope is just desperate. She’ll do anything to keep her baby, and she’s clutching at this plan, hoping she can make it work and keep you safe until she’s got enough money to get you both out of there. But she can’t. There is no way it can work. He’s bad, Lara. You need to come back to the home with me.’

         She said nothing, of course. She barely moved. She had no reason to believe me.

         I let my words sit between us, hoping they’d settle. There was no point saying more than I’d already said.

         When the sounds of Hope and Ace fucking each other had ended, I stood up and stepped outside. Lara didn’t come with me. It was impossible to know what she was thinking. I imagined her sitting there, vulnerable and confused.

         Outside, the temperature had dropped and darkness had fallen. I pulled my coat tight around me. The moon was full over the lake, casting a faint, silver light over the black water and the old wooden jetty. An abandoned rowing boat bobbed close to the shore.

         I could see Hope and Ace sitting on the ground, held in the yellow glow of Ace’s flashlight. Hope was holding a flask to her mouth, drinking deeply.

         They didn’t see me until I said, ‘What are you doing, Hope? You’re pregnant.’

         Hope’s voice was loud and slurred. ‘What the fuck are you doing here?’

         ‘Putting a stop to this.’ I turned to Ace. ‘She hasn’t got rid of the baby. She just wants—’

         He didn’t let me finish. To Hope, he said, ‘Is this true?’

         ‘No! Of course it’s not true. She’s a liar. She’s mad, Ace. Completely mental. She’s obsessed with me. She’s the whole reason I need to get away. She—’

         Calmly, he said, ‘Now, let’s stop the dramatics and get to the bottom of this. I can’t take anyone anywhere until I know the truth of the situation.’

         ‘She’s mental, Ace. She’s mental. Take no notice of her.’ And then, as if to prove she was no longer pregnant, she held the flask to her lips again, tipped her head back and drank. ‘There,’ she said afterwards. ‘Got any more where that came from?’

         He reached into his pocket and brought out another flask. ‘I was hoping to have this for myself,’ he said benevolently. ‘But you take it if you want it.’

         She downed it as quickly as she’d downed the first. ‘There,’ she said. ‘Now can we go? I’ll go and get Lara.’

         She strode off. She’d had a lot to drink, and quickly, and she staggered.

         Ace said to me, ‘Is what you said true?’

         ‘Of course it’s true.’ I wanted to spit in his face.

         He sighed. ‘I thought as much. Lying little bitch.’

         Lara and Hope came out of the church, and as they approached I turned to Lara and grabbed both her hands in mine. ‘Come back with me, Lara. Come back to the home. This man isn’t safe.’

         The look on her face was one of bewilderment. She stared at me, and then at Hope. Again, I said, ‘Come back with me. There are better places for you to be.’

         ‘Annie, why don’t you just fuck off?’

         Hope, of course.

         I looked at her, swaggering towards me. The wound in my chest bloomed open again. This was the girl I’d loved so intensely and probably still would love if she’d give me a chance. We could go, I thought, we could run back to the home. They’d help us. They’d see us through this and then, in time, maybe Hope and I could…

         But she was drunk and angry, and now suddenly there were hands in my hair, dragging me to the ground and backwards, towards the water.

         ‘Just fuck off, Annie. Fuck off and mind your own business.’

         I fought her hard, but her grip was strong and I couldn’t stand up. She stopped to catch her breath a couple of times, but wouldn’t let go of me. Then she dragged me, further and further towards the water’s edge. And then I felt the wooden slats of the jetty beneath me, my body jolting over them. I could feel my back bruising, sharp pains up my spine.

         At the end of the jetty, she let go of me briefly. I tried to stand.

         ‘No, you don’t,’ she said, and pressed her foot down hard on my chest.

         ‘What are you doing?’

         ‘I’m getting you out of the way. It’s alright. You won’t die. But you’ll have to swim for a while and that’ll give me the chance to leave without you poking your do-gooding nose into things.’

         ‘I’m not…’

         She released her foot and stood back. ‘I don’t know what I ever saw in you, Annie,’ she said. ‘You’re nothing. Nothing but a murderer. And by the way, I’ve told Danny.’

         ‘Told Danny what?’

         ‘That you killed your mother.’

         ‘You wouldn’t.’

         ‘I would. I have. He’s going to talk about it with Helen when she comes back to work. I think you’ll find your time’s up, Annie. They can’t ignore this. If I were you, I’d just fill my pockets with stones and jump in. Or would you like me to push you?’

         ‘You absolute bitch,’ I said, in a voice low and deep with rage. I could feel all that love, once beautiful and gentle and hopeful, being churned into hatred so thick, I couldn’t keep it inside me. I was going to overflow. I got to my feet and delivered a punch, straight to her face, the way my mother had done with me.

         She shouted at me, but her words were slurred.

         Lara looked on, our silent witness.
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      January the 25th. The weather is perfect for a funeral. Grey, rainy, with occasional rolls of thunder in the distance. I couldn’t have ordered better conditions on Amazon. Later today, all signs that I was ever on Earth will be gone, although there’s still the trial to come, but that’s not for ages yet. Ace will rot in his prison cell until then, and probably afterwards if Annie keeps playing her cards right. She has nerves of steel, that girl. I could never have ruined her. She didn’t deserve to be ruined and I should never have even tried. I still loved her, even when I hated her.
    

         
      She’s in her room, getting ready. I watch her painting her nails pastel pink and stepping into the green dress I used to love seeing her in. She’s trying to brace herself for the sight of the coffin. It’s the worst bit, she knows that. It wasn’t very long ago that she saw her mother’s coffin, lying before the altar like a sacrifice. Two deaths now.
    

         You’re practically a serial killer, Annie, I say to her.

         I know, she says. I know. I’m sorry, Hope. I’m so sorry. I just…

         It’s OK. I probably deserved it. It was madness to think it could ever work. Complete madness. You saved Lara. Think of it like that. And you’ve saved so many other girls. You’ve saved them from Ace by getting him banged up. Really, you should be congratulated.

         I wish it could have been different for us.

         I do, too.

         This sadness is going to kill me. I never wanted you to die.

         I know. And I could never have had that baby.

         I love you.

         I love you.
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        Helen
      

         

         Helen stood at the front of the chapel and gripped Annie’s hand. They’d already seen the coffin when the hearse drove up outside. There were white lilies laid on the top, a gift from the home. She was aware of Annie holding her breath for a while, but she didn’t cry, then they walked in and took their seats.

         Hope’s mother was here, hanging around outside with two prison guards. Helen had never even seen a photo of her before. She was skinny, and her face grey and drawn and ancient, even though she couldn’t be beyond her thirties. There were teeth missing from her mouth and a purple bruise almost covered one cheek. Helen supposed that was what happened in prison to people who killed their children. They didn’t get an easy time of it.

         The entrance music started. Hope’s favourite song, according to Annie. It blared into the room like the opening of a rave. Beside her, Annie grinned.

         Four men carried the coffin down the aisle, and Hope’s mother faltered behind it with a prison guard on each arm. Her head hung low and she walked slowly, as if she were weighed down.

         She took her seat at the front.

         God, it was horrendous. Out there in the normal world, where people were mostly decent and loving, the funeral of a fifteen-year-old girl would be a massive event: the venue filled with friends and families and teachers; the service lovingly planned by parents who had no idea how they could go on in the face of this; music and poetry recitals, memories recollected by those who were brave enough to recall them. And flowers. So many flowers, the whole town would be awash with them.

         Hope’s funeral was nothing like that. There were so few people here. The front pews were occupied by staff from the children’s home. They all looked stricken and exhausted, of course, but only Annie was truly grieving.

         Standing on the other side of Helen was Lara. Yesterday, Helen had said to her, ‘It’s up to you. You can come to the funeral if you want to, but you don’t have to. You don’t have to make any decisions until the morning.’

         In the morning, she’d come downstairs, smartly dressed in black, and Helen had realised with surprise that she wanted to come. No one knew what Lara had seen that night. All they knew was that she was the only girl who’d been in her bed on Christmas morning, so either she hadn’t been involved, or she’d fled the scene. Annie hadn’t mentioned her in the police interviews. She’d laid the blame squarely on Ace.

         Ace. Between them, the girls had done it. They were sending him down, without Hope ever having to go through the trauma of testifying what he’d done to her.

         Helen knew she ought to be feeling guilty, because she knew what had happened. When Danny told her what Hope had reported about Annie having killed her mother, she’d looked at him questioningly and said, ‘Really, Danny? Do you believe that?’

         ‘I don’t know.’

         ‘We’ve got it in her file. Her mother died from an overdose of sleeping pills after a lifetime of battling mental illness. The case is over and done with. It was barely even a case to begin with.’

         ‘But shouldn’t we at least—?’

         ‘You know what the police will say, Danny. Kids like Hope make things up. All the time. It’s part and parcel of being a child in care. You make false allegations. You betray people. If there was anything at all to suggest Annie had been involved with her mother’s death, the police would have found it.

         And it was exactly what the police did say, when she told them. They took a cursory look at the file, then closed it again.

         But this was different. Helen knew the girls had a suicide pact. The note to Lara confirmed it, but somewhere along the line, it had gone wrong, and Annie had backed down and then taken the opportunity to get Ace banged up for murder.

         Helen knew. She knew and she hadn’t spoken up. But what good would that have done? Hope would still be dead, and Ace Clarke would be a free, wealthy and happy man, ready to do this again to someone else. Sometimes, true justice happened outside the law. There were times when true justice meant not lying, but just keeping calmly and steadily silent.

         She rested her hand on Lara’s shoulder as the coffin came to rest at the front of the chapel. They stood there, the three of them, each one knowing the truth, and all of them bound never to say a word.
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        Lara
      

         

         After the funeral, I go straight to my room. On the shelf at the top of my cupboard there’s a box. I can smell it before I see it. It’s a musty smell but also sweet, like the brown mush of rotten apples.

         I take the box down and open it. Inside is a dead mouse and two dead beetles. I found the mouse yesterday, under the hedge in the garden. It’s a dormouse – ginger-coloured and very small. Its big eyes are still open. I pick it up and cradle it in my hands for a while, then lay it on the floor beside me. At the bottom of the box are Hope’s scan photos, the grainy images of a part-formed baby who never got to live.

         They’re dead now, both of them. Just like my family.

         I didn’t mean to do it. I heard them arguing and then the arguing turned to fighting, real fighting with fists and feet, and all my old memories flooded to the surface. I couldn’t see or hear the world around me. I was surrounded by the past, trapped in it, suffocating, choking, drowning.

         My father was shouting, my mother smashing the house apart, my sister crying. I could hear it from upstairs and all I knew was that I had to make it stop. My sister was so young, and no one would protect her because they were all locked in the world of their own drunken heartache.

         I raced downstairs and flung open the kitchen door. My mother was standing by the oven; my sister hunched, crying, in a corner; my father at the table, where the gun he used for pheasant shooting lay close to his hand.

         I said nothing, just looked at them. I wanted to pick the baby up and take her to safety, but she was too far away, so I did the only thing I could think of. I reached for the gun and shot and shot until they fell down.

         Except my father. He survived and felt so guilty, he took the blame.

         And now it’s happened again.

         I hear Hope’s voice now. You mustn’t blame yourself. Not for any of it. It was my fault. It wasn’t Annie, and it wasn’t you. It was me. And Ace. It was all just a terrible accident.

         She’s been doing this ever since she died – coming here and talking to me, the same way my mother does.

         You mustn’t blame yourself, Lara, my mother always says. It was our fault. We should have been looking after you. I’m so sorry.

         I nod slowly.

         I know, I say to the air.

         But it’s not true. It was my fault. I’m the one who did it and it’s too late now. It’s too late for everyone because for a little while back then beside the church, I stepped out of my head and into the world.

         And I lost all control.

         I didn’t run – I would never run – but I crept up to them on the jetty. They didn’t see or hear me. Hope was drunk and still stunned from Annie’s punches. Annie was too busy crying. She looked like she was about to haul Hope over the edge, if she just got herself together, stopped sobbing for long enough to do it. I could tell she hated Hope at that moment. Really, really hated her. It was a dark and real hatred, but temporary. Almost straight afterwards, she went back to loving her again, just as she used to, and all she wanted was to rewind her life and start all over again.

         Hope stood close to the edge now, weakened by booze and violence. Pushing her was easy. I came up from behind and took her by surprise, and then she was spinning into the cold, dark water below. I hardly knew what I’d done. Annie dangled over the jetty, trying to reach for her, but the water was so cold, her heart was already giving in and she had no strength to fight her way back to the surface. And there were currents, too, dragging her further away.

         From wherever he’d been watching, Ace Clarke raced over and plunged into the lake. For ages, he searched, diving down and coming back up again, empty-handed and breathless.

         ‘I can’t find her,’ he yelled to Annie.

         I wanted to run then, but it was dark and I wasn’t sure of the route back to the home.

         Ace swam further towards the middle of the lake, and that was when he found her, just a few short metres from the end of the jetty. Everything inside her was flooded.

         He hauled her out, and took her back to Annie.

         And I ran.

         
            [image: ]
            

         

         I can feel Hope watching me now, as I tuck the mouse back into the box with the beetles and cover them all with a blanket I made from kitchen paper. I like to look after the dead, to make it up to them. I place the lid back on the box and return the box to the shelf.

         Rest in peace, I say.

         Hope says, Will you be OK now?

         Yes.

         
      What are you going to do?
    

         I take myself to the window seat and look out over the fells, then curl myself into a ball and rest my head on my knees, returning to the world that is safe and dark and silent.
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