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            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Charlie was at the back of the line.

      Why was Charlie at the back of the line? Kids were only ever at the back of the line if the parents needed a talking to.

      Rachel braced herself and as the rest of the children skipped forwards, smiling their big Friday pick-up smiles, Rachel could see Charlie’s scowling face sending her daggers through the rabble of blue jumpers. Either he had done something wrong or – and this was the more likely scenario – Rachel had.

      ‘Mrs Walker,’ said Miss Williams. Rachel stepped tentatively forward. The rest of the children had dispersed and she was ready for her telling off, although as yet she had no idea what she was about to get told off for. She was so sure that she’d upped her game lately and remembered all the rules and ridiculous things that they had to remember each day.

      ‘I’m afraid that if you continue to put Mini Eggs in Charlie’s lunch box, we will have to add it to the safeguarding folder.’ Miss Williams raised her eyebrows as she looked over her glasses at Rachel. Miss Williams looked about twelve and Rachel was almost certain that she was old enough to be her mother.

      ‘Sorry, miss,’ Rachel stammered. ‘It won’t happen again Miss… erm, Williams.’ Rachel added her name in the hope that it would stop her sounding like she was seven years old. Despite her younger years, somehow Rachel still found Miss Williams intimidating enough to transport her back to the times at school when she had been sent to the head teacher’s office.

      Of course Rachel got it. Mini Eggs could be dangerous for kids and the rate at which Charlie was able to shove them into his mouth only added to that danger, but she couldn’t help feeling a little resentment that whilst most people would have got off with a friendly warning for this crime – she got threatened with the safeguarding folder. I guess that’s what happens when you’ve previously been accused of murder. Teachers are like elephants, they never forget, and even though Rachel proved it wasn’t her, mud sticks!

      On the plus side – and she needed to focus on this – having previously been accused of murder meant that every other little problem and issue now paled in comparison. So, this was peanuts, which is probably a bad turn of phrase given the murder victim’s allergy to nuts.

      A peanut, however, is not a nut; it’s a legume! Rachel had had this drummed into her by her five-year-old know-it-all and she had googled it to check, so she could confirm it was in fact, a fact. Google says so.

      After finally managing to tear herself away from Miss Williams – you would think that these teachers would be keen to escape on a Friday – Rachel dashed around the side of the building to the year four door and located Megan, who was also scowling at her. She was standing alone; the forgotten child. There is always one.

      ‘Sorry, Megan,’ Rachel called. ‘I had to discuss Mini Eggs with Charlie’s teacher!’

      Who knew chocolate would make both my children cross with their mother?

      ‘I thought you’d forgotten to pick me up,’ huffed Megan, after Rachel had thanked her teacher, wished her a lovely weekend and then scurried off with her kids in tow.

      ‘Megan, I would never forget to pick you up,’ Rachel said, hoping her daughter had forgotten the time she accidentally left her at Pre-School for two hours longer than she should have been there because she got distracted by Deal or No Deal, and the time that Rachel had fallen asleep just before school pick-up and missed several calls from the office. Megan had been helping the school secretary with some ‘very important filing’. They hadn’t told her that they couldn’t get hold of her mother.

      Megan didn’t respond, which Rachel took to mean that she hadn’t been scarred for life by either incident. Thankfully, thought Rachel, Megan’s memory is not as good as Miss Williams’ elephant brain.

      ‘C’mon,’ she said, changing the subject before Megan’s memory refreshed. ‘Let’s get home. Fish fingers for tea then we can put our pyjamas on, snuggle up on the sofa and watch a movie. How does that sound?’

      ‘Depends what movie,’ said Megan.

      ‘I had fish fingers for lunch,’ said Charlie.

      Of course, Fish Finger Friday! ‘Well, I’ll pop a mini pizza in for you then and it can be any movie you want, within reason. We can decide as a family.’

      ‘We can never decide as a family, Mum.’ Rachel tried to ignore the eye roll from Megan, but she was right. They could never decide. Countless evenings were wasted scrolling through Netflix and arguing about what to watch, before she gave in and they each watched something different on various devices, whilst Rachel watched The One Show on the telly. The telly doesn’t count as a device, does it? Oh shoot, it probably does!

      ‘Well, if you want popcorn then you’ll have to decide on a movie,’ she insisted, knowing full well that as soon as she heard the familiar blast of ‘ONE!’ chorusing from the TV she would give in and sit, munching on popcorn and being ignored by her family whilst she learnt about the inner workings of a pencil factory in Cumbria and their new colour sorting machine, or how a village in Bedfordshire had started a campaign to save the local fish and chip van from closure because one resident would only eat fish on Fridays and didn’t own an oven.

      All popcorn worthy viewing in Rachel’s eyes, but she decided that she should at least try for the movie, so that she could feel like some wholesome family fun had been had before the weekend dissolved into dashing in and out to various birthday parties and activities, mixed in with separate devices in separate rooms, and passing each other in the hallway, to grunts of, ‘Can I have a snack?’

      They were about five steps away from leaving the playground and being free for the weekend, when she heard a voice behind her. ‘Oh, Rachel! I’m so glad I caught you.’

      She stopped, took a deep breath and let out a slow puff of air before turning and pasting on her fake smile.

      ‘Natasha! How are you?’

      ‘Oh, you know, busy busy!’ She was in a black, figure-hugging jumpsuit with her hair falling in perfect curls around her shoulders.

      ‘Off out, I see?’

      ‘No no, just a quiet one for us tonight.’

      Rachel looked down at her own attire of rolled-up jeans, sandals and the Friends T-shirt that she’d had at least twenty years. ‘Oh right,’ she said. ‘Well, you look very glam for the school run.’

      ‘Life is a catwalk, Rachel. Us mums are so busy, but taking the time to look after ourselves is important. I’m assuming you already follow me on Insta – I share some great tips on there about, y’know…’ She looked Rachel up and down. ‘…making an effort.’

      Rachel opened her mouth to speak but realised that she didn’t know what to say, and didn’t have the energy to be offended.

      Seemingly oblivious, Natasha carried on. ‘It will make you feel better all round.’

      Who says I need to feel better? Rachel wondered.

      ‘But, anyway, that’s not why I stopped you.’

      Rachel was trying to find the words to defend her scruffy-mum look, but before she could, Natasha continued. ‘I’m just letting you know that next Saturday is my birthday. I am not telling you how old I am, so please don’t ask. And you and Frankie are coming. I’ll add you to the WhatsApp group.’

      Not another bloody WhatsApp group. Rachel was already overwhelmed by the class chats for both Megan and Charlie, not to mention the neighbours’ chat, her family chat and various friendship group chats. She couldn’t keep up.

      ‘Wear something fabulous.’

      ‘Okay,’ was the only word Rachel could manage to find.

      ‘Great, must dash. Have a good one!’ And with that Natasha was gone, like a pantomime villain. POOF! She disappeared in a cloud of smoke.

      Rachel stood, dumfounded. Don’t normal people invite you to their birthday, rather than inform you that you’re going? Why does Natasha even want me there? She didn’t have time to overthink it. Her phone pinged and she was added to Natasha’s Boozy Bingo Birthday, but before she was able to lose an hour of her life reading a flurry of messages about how great Natasha was, how amazing her birthday would be and how getting trashed, puking down your sequin dress and spending the whole next day feeling like death was going to be totally awesome, she got shaken back to reality by the sound of two whining children.

      ‘C’mon, Mum, why are we still here?’

      ‘Can we go to the shop?’

      ‘No, let’s get back,’ she said, snapping back into action. ‘I’ve got treats at home.’ There are probably some Hula-Hoops and maybe a couple of Rich Tea biscuits knocking about in the back of the cupboard.

      Both kids launched their stuff towards her and chased each other up the road. Rachel tried to keep up, but juggling two school bags, a lunch box, a paper-mache globe and a half-eaten apple made it somewhat tricky. She had to wait until she got home and had a free hand to message Frankie.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rachel (Charlie’s mum): Have you been added?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): Boozy Birthday Bingo… sounds like a nightmare!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rachel (Charlie’s mum): Do we have to go?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): Of course we don’t have to go, but…

      

      

      

      

      

      Does Frankie actually want to go? Rachel decided not to dampen her spirits if she did. Frankie had been struggling a bit lately and maybe this was just what she needed; a bit of cheering up.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rachel (Charlie’s mum): I’ll go if you will.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): Okay, but only because I’m in need of a good night out.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rachel (Charlie’s mum): Everything okay?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): Fine… I’ll tell you at the Boozy Bingo.

      

      

      

      

      

      Rachel wondered what might be up. Whether it was anything specific or still just general can’t believe my friend was a murderer vibes. Frankie normally told her stuff straight away. They had become really close lately. Seeing your mutual friend go to prison for murder apparently has that effect on a friendship, but Jane going to prison had been a really big thing, and with all the mum chaos, Rachel sometimes forgot that.

      
        
          
            
              
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): You do know that Natasha’s only inviting us to outdo Sarah’s birthday which is on the same night? So she looks like she’s more popular in the photos on social media.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rachel (Charlie’s mum): Better make sure I’m looking Instagrammable then Dah-ling!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): You better had. She’ll kill us if we don’t look up to scratch.

      

      

      

      

      

      Frankie’s message stopped Rachel in her tracks. The last time one of them had said something like that it had not ended well… but it was just a phrase. People say ‘I’ll kill her’ or ‘She’ll kill me’ or ‘I’d kill for some chips’ all the time without anyone ending up dead. Don’t they?
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            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie had always been anxious, but since everything that happened with Jane, things had got a whole lot worse.

      Even taking Billy to school filled her with dread, and Monday mornings were always the worst. She constantly looked over her shoulder; she tensed up if someone brushed past her, and if someone spoke to her she jumped out of her skin.

      ‘Morning!’

      There it was, that familiar bolt of fear shot through her.

      ‘Oh, morning, Rach.’ Frankie’s heart rate made its way back to normal when she realised it was a friendly face. ‘I thought you were…’ she paused. ‘Well, I don’t know who I thought you were, but I’m glad it’s you.’

      Rachel gave her a warm smile. ‘Nice weekend?’

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘I think so.’ Frankie wasn’t really sure what they had done all weekend. It had dragged yet also flown by, but she had got through it and somehow it was Monday again. ‘You?’

      ‘Yeah, usual, housework, muddy walk, redoing the housework after everyone traipses in mud after the muddy walk… that sort of thing.’

      Frankie smiled. She loved Rachel’s dramas.

      ‘What have we signed up for with this Boozy Birthday Bingo, by the way?’ Frankie tried to sound as breezy as possible. ‘There have already been seventy-two messages on the WhatsApp group!’

      ‘Is that all? That’s nothing!’

      ‘Really? Oh God!’

      ‘I muted it the second I was added,’ said Rachel. ‘When and where, that’s all I need to know… I’ll just skim through all of the other nonsense.’

      ‘Very wise.’ Frankie grinned. She already felt calmer just chatting to Rachel. ‘Do you fancy coming over for a cuppa once we’ve dropped the kids off?’

      ‘Sure!’ said Rachel. ‘That’d be nice. I won’t be able to stay long though, got a to-do list as long as my arm!’

      Frankie found herself wishing that she had a to-do list. When she thought about it, she didn’t really have much to do at all, and that was part of the problem. Work was slow, she was on top of the housework for once and Amanda was away again. Too much time to dwell on things.

      ‘Tell me about it,’ she found herself saying. Why couldn’t she just say, I haven’t got much on, actually, and I’m feeling a bit low? Why was there this constant need to tell people you’re okay when you weren’t?

      ‘I’ll just ditch these two, then I’ll be right with you!’

      ‘Mum!’ Megan gave Rachel a cross stare and it made Frankie giggle.

      ‘Sorry, Megan,’ said Rachel. ‘I didn’t mean ditch, I meant… well, y’know…’

      Frankie smiled as Rachel gave Charlie the wrong lunch box and tried to kiss Megan goodbye to cries of, ‘Watch my hair, Mum!’

      ‘Bye, love,’ she said to Billy, as she kissed him on the forehead.

      ‘Bye, Mum.’

      She watched him as he walked in with Charlie. The pair of them chattered excitedly as they went and Frankie’s heart was full. She needed to remember that feeling the next time she sat at home feeling sorry for herself. Billy was happy, and that should mean that she was happy, because after all, that was all that mattered. But the more he grew, the less needed she felt. Of course he still needed her, he wasn’t even five yet, but she worried about the future when he wouldn’t need her at all.

      She looked at how confident Billy was and told herself to pull it together. She knew she was just lonely with Amanda being away again, and she also knew that feeling sorry for herself would not help one bit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘So, we’re really going to this Boozy Bingo then?’ Rachel asked, taking a loud slurp of her tea.

      Frankie plumped up a cushion on the couch and sat down next to her, feeling pleased with herself that her lounge was tidy for once.

      ‘I guess so!’ Would be a bit awkward to back out now. ‘I mean we’re in the WhatsApp group, and… well, maybe, it might be fun.’ Frankie knew that some fun was just what she needed.

      ‘It might be.’ Rachel nodded. ‘Or it might be absolute murder.’

      They both stopped and looked at each other.

      Frankie bit her lip and raised her eyebrows at Rachel, whose eyes widened. ‘I…’

      ‘Be careful what you wish for!’ Frankie smiled.

      They both took another big gulp of tea.

      ‘With a bit of luck it will be a nice, chilled day out,’ said Rachel, but Frankie wasn’t convinced. ‘No kids, no worries, no stress.’

      ‘Have you forgotten that Natasha is in charge?’

      ‘Fair point,’ Rachel said. ‘Remove the no stress part then!’

      ‘Will be a bit weird, won’t it? Being out with the Yummy Mummies…’

      ‘God, yeah. Never thought I’d be hanging out with them.’

      ‘I meant more…’ Surely Rachel knows what I mean. ‘That it will be weird being with them, without Jane.’

      There was a brief silence and Frankie tried not to think about how scared Jane had made her feel. That time she had spent alone with her, now she knew what she was capable of, sent chills up Frankie’s spine. She pushed it to the back of her mind.

      ‘What are you wearing?’ she asked, putting her smile back on.

      ‘Whatever I can fit into and not look like a granny on a hen do!’

      Frankie laughed. ‘You would never, Rach. You always look very…’ She tried to think of the right word.

      Rachel raised both eyebrows as she waited.

      ‘…with it!’

      ‘With it?’ Rachel laughed. ‘Now you sound like the granny. With what exactly?’

      ‘I don’t know, you just always seem to pull off the mum-look.’

      ‘The mum-look? That wasn’t exactly what I was going for!’

      ‘You always look good is what I mean. I…’

      ‘I’d stop talking if I were you, Frankie.’ Rachel laughed. ‘I will take good, if that’s the best you can do. Let’s leave it at that.’

      Had Frankie completely put her foot in it? She was trying to say that Rachel had a style, that her stressed-out-mum vibe worked. Frankie, on the other hand, had zero style and even less fashion sense. And she wouldn’t even know where to start.

      ‘I wondered if you fancied going shopping?’ The thought hadn’t even formed properly in her head before she found herself saying the words out loud.

      ‘Shopping?’ Rachel looked surprised. ‘For clothes?’

      Frankie could feel her cheeks blushing and she wished she hadn’t said anything. She had that sinking feeling, like when you ask someone on a date and already know their answer. But it was too late now. ‘Yeah, I mean we’re going on a birthday night out with an Instagrammer that has fifty-thousand followers. We should make an effort.’

      ‘Well, when you put it like that,’ said Rachel. ‘You are probably right.’ She looked at her watch. ‘D’you know what? My jobs can wait. Let’s go now – we can get to the retail park and back in plenty of time for school pick-up!’

      ‘Really?’ Frankie could feel her eyes light up. She wasn’t sure why a spontaneous shopping trip with Rachel filled her with so much joy, but it did. ‘Let’s do it.’

      ‘We may look tired and haggard now…’

      ‘Speak for yourself!’

      ‘…but by the time we’re finished, we will both look drop-dead gorgeous!’

      ‘Um…’ Frankie grimaced and Rachel’s hand shot to her forehead.

      ‘I mean, just gorgeous,’ Rachel corrected herself. ‘We will look gorgeous and very much alive!’
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            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel fell back into the comfort of the coffee shop armchair and let out a big sigh.

      ‘I haven’t shopped like that in years!’

      ‘I haven’t shopped like that ever!’ said Frankie.

      ‘We have definitely earned a coffee,’ said Rachel, looking down at her multiple carrier bags. ‘Then I just need to do some rearranging and condense all this into less bags, or I’ll be heading for divorce when Phil sees them.’

      Frankie laughed. ‘I don’t really have that problem. Amanda is always away so she never notices.’

      Rachel felt a momentary pang of guilt that her husband was always around to help out. Having a wife who was away a lot serving in the army must be really hard for Frankie. But the guilt soon evaporated when she thought of all those evenings that Frankie had complete control of the remote, first choice of spot on the sofa and no one commenting on what snacks she was eating. Bliss. ‘Do you miss her when she’s away?’ Rachel asked.

      ‘Of course,’ said Frankie. ‘And the lack of adult conversation in the evening is hard. There is only so much I can take in regarding the ins and outs of Paw Patrol.’

      ‘Tell me about it. And don’t get me started on Ryder. He’s like seven. How is he in charge of a lookout tower and six superhero dogs? Who is looking after him?’

      ‘I guess you just get kind of used to it.’

      ‘Looking after the dogs?’ Rachel scrunched her nose up.

      ‘The lack of adult company.’

      ‘Sorry, with you!’ Rachel couldn’t imagine not having Phil around all the time. Despite the odd dig and constant nagging, she knew she had struck the jackpot with her husband. Yet, there was Frankie, on her own again after everything she had been through. Rachel thought back to that moment when she realised that their friend had killed Victoria; the moment Rachel realised that she had left Frankie alone with her. It was the most terrifying moment of her life. All the focus had been on Grace losing her mum, and then Ben and Lottie seeing their wife and mother go to prison, but Frankie had been through a harrowing experience when Jane had basically kidnapped her, yet it had almost gone unnoticed.

      Rachel had the sudden urge to protect Frankie, keep her safe and make sure she felt loved. ‘We should definitely do this again sometime,’ she said.

      Frankie beamed. ‘I’d love that.’

      Rachel’s thoughts then wandered to Ben, and how he was coping without Jane. It was almost like he was widowed, but having his wife behind bars for murder must be a hard thing to deal with. She really should give him a call, see how he and Lottie were getting on since moving away and starting afresh.

      ‘That’s hit the spot,’ said Frankie, taking a sip of her latte and relaxing back into her chair.

      It snapped Rachel’s thoughts back to Frankie, and she was full of admiration for how well she was dealing with everything; just getting on with life, no fuss. Rachel really didn’t want to go to this Boozy Bingo thing, but Frankie seemed like she needed it. Like she needed to let her hair down, release some tension and really relax.

      ‘Did you say you’d sorted a babysitter?’ Rachel asked.

      ‘I think so. It was a bit steep but I didn’t know what else to–’

      ‘Phil could have Billy,’ Rachel said, knowing that although Phil would be annoyed that she hadn’t checked with him first, he would ultimately be fine with it.

      ‘Really?’ Frankie smiled. ‘Do you think he would mind?’

      ‘Not at all! He’ll have our two, so what’s one more?’

      ‘That would be such a great help,’ said Frankie. ‘It will be much easier to leave Billy knowing that he’ll be with his friend.’

      ‘That’s settled then,’ said Rachel.

      ‘Don’t you need to check with Phil?’

      ‘It’s fine, I’ll just write it on the calendar. If it’s on the calendar he’ll assume I asked him months ago and never admit that he can’t remember whether I actually did or not!’

      Frankie laughed. ‘Wow, that is sneaky!’

      ‘But genius, right?’

      ‘Genius indeed.’

      Frankie’s phone pinged and Rachel took a large sip of coffee, watching her friend’s face as she read the message.

      ‘You’re not going to believe this,’ Frankie said.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Check your phone!’

      Rachel took her phone out of her bag and found seventeen new messages on the Natasha’s Boozy Bingo Birthday WhatsApp group. She scrolled through the nonsense and knew immediately which message Frankie was referring to.

      
        
          
            
              
        Natasha (Twins’ mum): Right ladies, I’ve decided on the dress code – Perfectly Pink! [image: pink heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘Is she kidding?’ Rachel asked. ‘This night out is in four days’ time!’

      ‘And you’ve just bought a black dress.’ Frankie widened her jaw.

      ‘Yes,’ said Rachel. ‘A very nice black dress, that cost a lot of money and holds me in, in all the right places, and shows just the right amount of flesh, and is classy but just a smidge sexy and… well, is as close to perfect as this forty-something mum is going to get.’

      ‘But it’s not pink!’

      ‘It is most definitely not pink… Bugger!’

      
        
          
            
              
        Amy (Rosie’s mum): Fabulous idea! We’ll all look so pretty in pink.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Trace (Kai’s mum): Like a big bunch of Boozy Bingo Barbies!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Beth (Oliver’s mum): I think we’ll look amazing.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Lisa: Flamingo-tastic!

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘Who’s Lisa?’ Rachel asked, as she skimmed the messages with mock-horror.

      ‘No, idea,’ said Frankie. ‘And, I don’t want to be smug but…’

      ‘You bought a pink dress.’

      Frankie nodded.

      ‘I am well aware,’ sulked Rachel. ‘And you told me to get the pink one.’

      ‘I told you to get the pink one,’ Frankie nodded and raised her eyebrows.

      ‘How the hell did you know?’ Rachel asked. ‘It’s not a bloody hen do.’

      ‘She changed the group icon to a pink heart earlier and I just had a feeling.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’

      ‘Well, I wasn’t sure and I…’ Frankie paused. She looked down at her watch. ‘We’ve got time to go and exchange it.’

      ‘Bugger that,’ said Rachel. ‘I’m wearing the black dress and if Natasha doesn’t like it, she knows where she can shove it!’

      ‘Okay,’ said Frankie. ‘Your funeral.’

      Rachel let out a faux-angry sigh. ‘Well, at least I’ll be ready for it in my black dress.’
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            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      By the time Friday arrived, the night out had turned into a weekend away, and they hadn’t even got on the train before Natasha had them posing for their first selfie with their suitcases on the station platform. Frankie was so far out of her comfort zone it was unbelievable.

      ‘Squeeze in, ladies,’ cried Natasha. Trace took that a little bit too literally and Frankie couldn’t help thinking that personal space was perhaps something she hadn’t heard of.

      Frankie pushed her hair out of her face and glanced over at the other women. She couldn’t decide whether Amy was copying Beth or Beth was copying Amy. Their outfits were almost identical. They both had their hair styled with a sweeping fringe and big hoop earrings. Beth was slightly blonder with wavy hair, while Amy seemed like she was pretty aggressive with the ghds.

      Trace, on the other hand, had wild hair that didn’t look like it had seen a set of straighteners, possibly ever, but somehow she pulled it off. Boho chic, maybe? Trace didn’t follow trends, her look was unique, but her quirky nature meant that she completely pulled it off. Frankie always thought she looked stunning.

      Of course the selfie was immediately posted to Instagram. #platformselfie #girlsweekend #birthday

      Frankie breathed in and out slowly, trying to let herself relax into the weekend.

      ‘Right,’ said Rachel. ‘To get us in the mood for later, while we wait for the train, who wants a quick game of Mum’s Away Bingo? I’ve got a message from Phil: What time is school pick-up?’

      ‘Have you told him?’ asked Frankie. This wasn’t helping her to relax.

      ‘Of course I have. He’s on it, don’t worry.’

      ‘I’ve got one of those too,’ said Beth. ‘With a: Which door do I collect them from? thrown in for good measure!’

      ‘This is why I decided we should go on the Friday,’ said Natasha. ‘Those men need to understand what us mums do. I’m sure my husband thinks I just swan around getting my nails done all week.’

      Frankie smiled to herself. Natasha’s husband wasn’t too far off the mark.

      The train arrived and the women all bundled on like prisoners on day release, desperate for some freedom. Frankie saw the other passengers’ faces drop as their peaceful journey disappeared right in front of their eyes.

      ‘Who wants some fizz?’ asked Natasha, popping open the first bottle and getting tutted at by the older woman sitting a few seats away.

      ‘How are we going to drink it?’ Frankie asked, worrying for a moment that they would be passing the bottle around and swigging directly from it.

      ‘What do you take me for, Frankie?’ Natasha smiled. ‘I always come prepared for fizz!’ And with that she produced a stack of plastic champagne flutes.

      ‘Well, I should never have doubted you!’

      ‘Cheers!’ cried Natasha, as they all raised their plastic glasses and slopped Prosecco over the already grim train carriage floor.

      ‘Happy birthday,’ said Rachel, and everyone chipped in with their own happy returns. Some of the passengers let out an audible sigh of relief as they realised that the group of women wasn’t a hen party, but Frankie had a feeling that their relief might be short lived. After all, Natasha was well known for singing after a couple of glasses of fizz!

      ‘Well, this is nice,’ said Beth, who was sitting next to Frankie. ‘We’ve never really hung out before, have we?’

      ‘No.’ Frankie smiled. ‘Not really.’

      ‘You’re going to have a blast!’ said Amy. She and Beth really were a double act. ‘Natasha is an absolute hoot! Her birthdays are always so much fun.’

      ‘Well, yes,’ Frankie said holding up her Prosecco with trepidation as she wondered how forced the so much fun comment had been. ‘If the train ride is anything to go by, we are in for a great time.’

      If she was honest with herself, she was nervous. The whole look at us we’re having so much fun vibe made it all seem a little bit false. Frankie had an awful feeling that it was going to end in tears. After all, Rachel and Frankie weren’t even really friends with Natasha, more acquaintances, thrown together by having children the same age. Neither of them had ever been close to her, but the messiness of the last few months, where they lost two fellow mums – one murdered by the other – had, in a weird way, helped them to bond.

      Frankie still believed that Natasha was only really letting them into her circle to replace the Yummy Mummy that she’d lost. Losing a member of your group to prison is not a great look for an influencer, but maybe befriending her close friends somehow makes you the bigger person, in a roundabout, weird sort of way. Especially as one of those friends had been falsely accused of the murder, largely by Natasha, so perhaps she felt slightly guilty about that too.

      Whatever Natasha’s reasons for inviting Frankie and Rachel on this boozy birthday trip actually were, Frankie remained cautious. As much as she wanted to let her hair down, she was keeping her guard well and truly up. Just in case.

      Rachel, on the other hand seemed to have let down both her hair and her guard, and was in full swing, even before the train pulled into the bustling city station.

      ‘This is going to be a great evening!’ she had announced to the entire carriage, and Frankie couldn’t help but think that she had soon changed her tune.

      When the train halted, the ladies all piled off and tried to figure out where they were going. Natasha had a map, and an itinerary, but first stop was posing for yet another group selfie. Frankie tried to keep up as they all trotted along behind Natasha – heels had been a bad idea – following her lead like she was a tipsy tour guide.

      ‘Let’s dump our bags at the hotel and get our glam on,’ instructed Natasha, several paces in front of the group.

      This coming from the woman who already looks more glam than the rest of us put together.

      ‘Then the real fun can begin.’

      Frankie and Rachel had been well and truly swept up. Poor Phil was at home with all three of their kids for two nights, and no matter how many times Frankie checked with Rachel, her response was always the same. ‘He’ll be fine. He’ll love it!’

      Frankie looked at Rachel, hoping she would be as terrified as she was about the real fun beginning, but she was mid-Whoop! Bearing in mind Rachel was the one who hadn’t wanted to come, she seemed to be enjoying herself – perhaps a little too much – already.
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        * * *

      

      As Rachel flopped onto the other bed in the hotel room they were sharing, Frankie was anxious about what the rest of the day and the evening might have in store.

      ‘Just relax,’ said Rachel. ‘If they get out of hand we can just come back here and watch a movie. Look!’ She held up a little packet of Cadbury’s hot chocolate and shook it with a giant grin on her face.

      Frankie couldn’t help but think that option was really quite appealing… But no, they had come this far, they should at least try and enjoy themselves. ‘Well, at least we have that backup plan.’ Frankie laughed. ‘Perhaps we should have a code word in case we need to make an escape.’

      ‘Hot Chocolate!’

      Frankie laughed. ‘That’s two words!’

      Rachel rolled her eyes and looked just like Megan. ‘Does it matter? We can’t have just chocolate, much too common a word.’

      ‘Fine,’ said Frankie. ‘If you hear me shouting hot chocolate at the top of my lungs, then let’s get out of there! We just need to make sure we don’t mention it in normal conversation.’

      After a brief window of relaxation, Frankie and Rachel started to get ready for their big night out.

      ‘Have you heard from the boys?’ Frankie tried to sound as casual as possible.

      ‘They are fine,’ said Rachel. ‘You finish getting yourself dolled up then you can give Billy a call to say goodnight on the way downstairs.’

      Frankie looked at her reflection in the mirror and smiled. It was nice to make a bit of an effort for once. ‘Billy won’t recognise me,’ she said.

      ‘You look great,’ said Rachel, as she put on her own mascara. ‘I, on the other hand, shouldn’t have had all that fizz on the train. I think I’ve peaked too early.’

      ‘We’ll be fine once we get back out there,’ said Frankie, trying to convince herself.

      Rachel put her arm around Frankie’s shoulder and they both stood in front of the full-length mirror by the hotel door.

      ‘Not too bad,’ said Rachel. ‘You’d never know we were a couple of tired old mums, would you?’

      ‘Never,’ said Frankie, and she smiled. ‘Although less of the old, thank you very much.’

      ‘I meant me for the old bit!’ Rachel got her phone out of her handbag and seemed to channel her inner young person. ‘Quick hotel-room selfie?’

      ‘You’re as bad as Natasha!’ Frankie laughed.

      ‘No one is as bad as Natasha,’ said Rachel. ‘Come on, let’s hit the town before the lure of hot chocolate tempts us to stay.’

      Frankie pulled on her coat. ‘Remember not to say the hot C word while we’re out.’

      ‘My lips are sealed!’ Rachel moved her fingers across her lips as if she was zipping them shut, then put her jacket on too, and the ladies let the door shut behind them. They stood in the bleak corridor, bracing themselves for the evening, as though they were heading into battle.
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        * * *

      

      Walking into the hotel bar, Frankie and Rachel were met with squeals of, ‘Here they are!’ and ‘Finally, ladies!’

      Frankie looked at her watch. Are we late down? She didn’t think so.

      Everyone was wearing pink – as per Natasha’s clear instructions – except Rachel, who was in her new black dress. ‘It’s the principle,’ she had said, when Frankie tried to talk her round. ‘I am not being told what to wear by that woman.’ Frankie had, however, managed to talk her into some pink accessories, so at least she was wearing big pink hoop earrings and a chunky pink necklace.

      ‘Looks like a murder weapon if ever I’ve seen one,’ Frankie had joked when she first saw the necklace up in the hotel room.

      ‘That is not funny,’ Rachel said. Her serious expression had thankfully dissolved into a smile; eventually.

      ‘Wow, ladies,’ said Natasha, as she approached them. ‘You two scrub up well.’

      Frankie wasn’t sure whether to take that as a compliment or an insult so she decided to just brush it off. ‘You too, Natasha,’ she said.

      Natasha looked slightly taken aback and she smoothed down her dress. ‘Did you not get the pink memo, Rachel?’ she said, moving on quickly.

      ‘Oh you know me,’ said Rachel. ‘Pink is not really my thing but I have tried to include a splash of it.’ She flicked her earrings and they sparkled as they caught the light.

      ‘Well, I think you look great,’ said a woman Frankie hadn’t met before as she bounded over to them holding a tray of shots. ‘Take a dress code and make it your own. I am here for that, girlfriend!’

      Wow! That is a lot of glitter. The smell of perfume that wafted over with the sparkles nearly knocked Frankie off her feet.

      ‘Ooh shots,’ said Natasha, apparently over Rachel’s lack of pink. ‘This is my cousin Lisa.’ She rolled her eyes, picked up a small glass and knocked the contents straight back. ‘She likes to make an entrance.’
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      Lisa hoped that her over-confidence and a tray of the cheapest shots the bar had to offer would be enough to give everyone the false impression that she was doing just fine.

      Dale had given her twenty-five quid.

      Anyone who knew anything knew that twenty-five quid wouldn’t get you very far on a big night out in a city these days. And anyone with only twenty-five quid to spend might think it was ludicrous to spend almost everything you had on a round of shots for some women who, other than your cousin, you barely knew.

      However, for Lisa, it was all about keeping up appearances, and she knew that she would be able to flutter her eyelashes and hang about at the bar at the right moments to keep her glass full for the rest of the night. Plus, by getting this act of generosity in early doors she looked like she had cash to splash. And Lisa loved splashing cash.

      ‘Hi!’ said the younger of the two women in front of her as she reluctantly took a shot from the tray. ‘I’m Frankie.’ She smiled and peered down into the small glass. ‘Um…’

      ‘Don’t mind if I do,’ said the other woman – the one wearing a black dress despite Natasha’s dress code – picking up a glass. ‘Let’s get in the spirit.’ She downed the shot and put the empty glass back onto the tray. ‘Thanks very much. Come on, Frankie. What are you waiting for? Get it down ya.’

      ‘I promise it won’t kill you,’ said Lisa and then immediately regretted it. Natasha had regaled her with information about the murder in Castle Upperhill, and all these women were from said village. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean… Well, I was sorry to hear about the lady you all knew being, y’know…’

      ‘We know,’ said the woman in black. ‘Don’t worry it is in the past. Your cousin doesn’t think that I killed her anymore.’

      Ah, so this is Rachel. Lisa had most definitely heard about Rachel. She wasn’t what she had expected. She seemed so ordinary. Lisa wondered why Natasha had ever suspected her. No one that ordinary would ever be a murderer, would they?

      ‘This is Rachel,’ Frankie laughed nervously. ‘Ignore her,’ she added. ‘She’s had a bit to drink but, well, she is right. It is all in the past and although we are still deeply upset, we are trying to move on.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Lisa. ‘I am so sorry that I mentioned it. Shall we have another drink?’ She put the tray of empty glasses on a table.

      ‘Good idea,’ said Rachel. ‘I’ll get these.’

      ‘That would be great,’ said Lisa, relieved that she would soon have another drink in her hand despite her lack of funds.

      Rachel disappeared off to the bar without taking an order so Lisa had no idea what she would come back with, but as her phone vibrated through the back of her handbag, she knew she had bigger worries than the taste of a cheap drink.

      She took a deep breath and turned to Frankie, who was standing next to her fidgeting with a beer mat. ‘Have you been friends with Natasha long?’

      ‘Um,’ Frankie stumbled.

      ‘Oh we go way back,’ said Natasha, throwing an arm around Frankie’s shoulder. ‘Don’t we, Franks?’

      Frankie forced a smile. ‘Well, I wouldn’t say way–’

      ‘Firm friends, Frankie and me,’ said Natasha before following Rachel to the bar.

      Lisa laughed and said quietly, ‘I can tell you get on swimmingly,’ as she gave Frankie a wink.

      ‘Natasha is great,’ said Frankie.

      ‘She is,’ agreed Lisa. ‘But she is a lot and you are allowed to admit if you have been swept up into this weekend against your will. I know she is very demanding.’

      ‘No, don’t be silly,’ said Frankie. ‘I was thrilled to be invited.’

      Frankie smiled and Lisa smiled back with just a hint of pity. How did her cousin have these women wrapped around her little finger? She swanned around amongst them like she was some sort of D-list celebrity.

      Her phone buzzed again and she took it out of her handbag. ‘Sorry,’ she said. ‘I need to take this.’

      ‘No problem,’ said Frankie and Lisa sensed a bit of pity in her smile too.
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        * * *

      

      Lisa took a deep breath and put her phone back into her handbag.

      She splashed water onto her face to cover the tears and stared into the mirror of the ladies’ toilets until her eyes lost their redness. Come on, Lisa, you can do this. She breathed in and out slowly, until her heart rate returned to normal, and prepared herself to walk back out into the bar.

      ‘Ladies,’ she called, as she strutted back over to the group of women. ‘What did I miss?’

      ‘There you are,’ said Natasha. ‘I was about to send a search party.’

      ‘Oh you know me, cuz. I always get chatting to people in the ladies.’

      ‘Well drink up,’ said Natasha, handing Lisa another drink. ‘We’ve got bingo to get to!’

      ‘Cheers!’ said Lisa. ‘What are we waiting for!’

      ‘You!’ said Natasha, and Lisa took the hint. She didn’t want to get in the way of Natasha’s precise schedule so she took the biggest swig of her drink that she could manage.

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Ladies… let’s go and win some money!’

      ‘Let’s do this,’ whooped Rachel.

      Lisa got the feeling that at some point she had been the life and soul of the party, but now Rachel seemed more like a lost soul trying to recapture her youth.

      Frankie, on the other hand, seemed out of her depth. How had she ended up with this bunch of drunken women trying to pretend that they wouldn’t be back making packed lunches from under a pile of laundry in forty-eight hours? She seemed timid, but then again who was Lisa to judge. Perhaps a wild night out was just what she needed.

      And by a wild night, she of course meant a trip to the bingo!
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      Frankie smiled at Lisa.

      She and Natasha were strangely alike, yet also very different. Frankie could tell straight away that they were related. Lisa looked a bit younger, closer to Frankie’s own age – thirty-something rather than forty-something – but they both had the same blonde hair, blue eyes and gorgeously long eyelashes. Frankie had all those things too, but somehow they didn’t feel glamorous on Frankie. She didn’t feel glamorous. She felt plain. Her blonde hair was a little bit mousy, her blue eyes didn’t shine like Lisa’s and Natasha’s did, and her eyelashes were natural, and natural somehow felt dowdy.

      Lisa and Natasha were both immaculately presented in fabulous dresses with stylish accessories. If Frankie didn’t know any better, she might assume that they were in competition, trying to outdo each other with their gorgeousness, but it seemed as though it just came naturally to them both. The family must have the fashion gene.

      As Frankie smoothed down her own dress, she realised that it was actually pretty similar to both of the cousins’ too. I guess there was a memo after all. It was closer to Lisa’s, short and sparkly, and not as figure hugging as Natasha’s, more fun than flirty. But they both looked at home in their dresses, while she didn’t feel that way at all.

      Lisa had a twinkle in her eye that made Frankie feel a part of the fun, and she easily persuaded Frankie to down a shot from her tray. She had winced as it went down, and though she wondered what it was, decided it was best not to ask.

      Lisa took her own shot in her stride and barely reacted as she drank hers. She was the life and soul of the party. She was louder than Natasha, more bolshie than Natasha and you might even say, she was more fun.

      But when she came back from the toilets, she had momentarily lost her sparkle. She seemed preoccupied, lost in thought, until Frankie caught her eye. Then she smiled and immediately reverted to fun-night-out Lisa. Frankie could sense the familiar art of putting on a brave face. Pushing any niggles deep down inside yourself and having your game face on.

      ‘Everything okay?’ Frankie asked while the ladies drank up, ready for their next instruction from Natasha.

      ‘Of course,’ said Lisa. ‘Everything’s perfect.’

      ‘Great,’ said Frankie. If it had been Rachel, or even Natasha, she would have pushed it and made double sure there was nothing wrong, but she didn’t know Lisa well enough yet. Perhaps she was fine. Perhaps Frankie was seeing things that weren’t there. Perhaps she should concentrate on dealing with her own anxieties rather than taking on other people’s.

      She downed the rest of her drink. She came on this trip to forget about her worries and clear her head. To take some time for herself, let her hair down and relax.

      ‘Okay,’ called Natasha, slamming her glass down on the table. ‘Who’s ready for some bingo?’

      ‘Whooooop!’ came the cry from the rest of the ladies, and Frankie decided. What the hell! If you can’t beat ’em…

      ‘Woo-hoo!’ she cried as she followed the flurry of pink dresses – and one black one – out of the hotel and into the bright lights of the city. ‘C’mon, Lisa, let’s paint the town red!’

      ‘Try and stop me,’ said Lisa, linking arms with her as they strutted towards the door. Despite her confidence and beauty, there was something about Lisa that put Frankie at ease. She was easy to be around. She was fun.

      As the women spilled out of the revolving doors and into the night air, Frankie started to relax. She was so far out of her comfort zone, but she was actually enjoying herself. She promised herself in that moment that she would stay that way for the rest of the evening. Calm, chilled and ready to party. She hadn’t been out properly since the Bake Off party and, well, this night couldn’t end as badly as that one. Although as soon as she had that thought she regretted it.

      But that was all in the past. Tonight, she was confident and fun Frankie, and she was going to have a good time.

      The ladies laughed and joked their way through the nightlife of the city and Frankie wondered just how many of them were putting on an everything is fine act. Frankie certainly was, she was pretty sure that Lisa was, and she would lay money on the fact that some or all of the other women were too.

      She just hoped that the act would soon turn into reality and that before long everything would, actually, be fine.
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      As they walked into the Bingo Bonanza, the smell of booze and BO hit Rachel like a smack in the face.

      She was old enough to remember when you could smoke in pubs, and although that was awful, at least it covered up the smell of sweaty teenage and twenty-something bodies. It turned out that thirty- and forty-something bodies smelt even worse, even though they were supposedly there to play bingo, which isn’t traditionally a sweat inducing game.

      However, Rachel suspected that it may not stay so calm and tranquil for very long. The clientele might be older, and potentially wiser, but they had enough disposable income to be able to douse themselves in perfume, which added to the cocktail of clashing aromas. In short, it smelt bloody awful!

      It smelt so awful that Rachel could taste the air in the back of her throat. So when Natasha handed her a glass of something pink, she took it and knocked back a few good-sized glugs before wincing and trying to hold back a retch.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Rachel. ‘I think. What the hell is it?’ She eyed the glass suspiciously.

      ‘My usual poison.’ Natasha winked, and the rest of the ladies tittered then fell into an awkward silence. ‘No offence, Rachel.’

      ‘None taken,’ said Rachel with a frown. What did she mean by that? Rachel thought that the whole being accused of poisoning someone thing was water under the bridge, but apparently it hadn’t reached Natasha’s particular river crossing. She tried to let it wash over her and not ruin her evening.

      The rest of the mums recommenced their murmuring and Frankie mouthed, You okay? from the other side of the circle. She was glad that Frankie had her back.

      Rachel nodded and took another sip of the strange pink concoction in her glass.

      ‘Bloody hand dryer’s broken,’ said Lisa, flicking her hands in the air as she returned to the group. ‘Right, what did I miss?’

      ‘Just Natasha trying to poison us with this ghastly cocktail,’ said Rachel, proving to both herself and the group, but mostly herself, that she was absolutely, definitely in no way offended by the poison reference.

      She handed Lisa the remaining pink potion.

      ‘Oh, my cuz’s turn to do the poisoning, is it?’

      No one laughed. Rachel was finding the comments rather wearing, but she was determined not to let herself get upset about it. She smiled and said quietly through gritted teeth, ‘Is she going to make comments like this all night?’

      ‘I think she’s just nervous,’ said Frankie. Rachel could never fathom how Frankie was always so able to give everyone the benefit of the doubt.

      ‘Sure, she’s nervous,’ Rachel huffed. ‘But I thought we’d got past this. Now I’ve got people I don’t even know making comments. How does she even know about it?’

      Of course Rachel knew that was a stupid comment. Lisa was bound to know about the murder. She was Natasha’s cousin after all and Natasha had been a suspect in Victoria’s murder too at one point so would have presumably told her family about it. As a bit of gossip for the family WhatsApp group goes, it was first class. But Rachel was here to have fun, not dwell on the past, so she laughed, and back at full volume, said, ‘Well, I think we need something to wash away the taste of… whatever it was. I’ll get another round of shots.’

      And with that she stood up ready to march over to the bar like a woman on a mission. This night felt like it was destined to descend into simply washing down one disgusting drink with another, so she may as well go with it.

      As she marched, she almost lost her balance, but a supportive arm steadied her. ‘Slow down, mate,’ Frankie said, glancing at her watch. ‘We’ve still got a long way to go.’

      Rachel nodded. Frankie was right, but somehow the drink was helping her to cope with it all. Life had seemed a little bit harder ever since she was accused of murder. Like she was always on edge. Always defensive. Never fully relaxed. Her vision was starting to blur and she could feel herself slurring as she replied, ‘I know! And the bloody bingo hasn’t even started yet!’

      ‘We should order some food,’ said Frankie. Despite her younger years, Rachel could always rely on her to be the sensible one. ‘Maybe we could get a couple of pizzas to share?’

      ‘Brilliant idea,’ said Rachel, as she started lining up all the shots on the tray that the barman had given her.

      When Rachel arrived back at the table, after walking as carefully as a forty-something drunk mum wearing heels for the first time in God knows how long could walk, clutching a tray of shots, the great pineapple debate was under way. This of course happens every time a group of people order a communal pizza, and is multiplied by ten if those people are drunk.

      ‘Pepperoni, it’s always got to be pepperoni.’

      ‘I prefer a meat feast.’

      ‘Meat on a pizza isn’t right, it’s got to be a margarita for me.’

      ‘I like a ham and mushroom, or better still ham and…’

      ‘Don’t say it,’ said Natasha suddenly. ‘You’re totally going to say it, aren’t you?’

      Trace smiled and finished her sentence. ‘Ham and pineapple!’

      ‘Noooo!’ a few of the women chorused.

      ‘Pineapple on a pizza is so wrong,’ said Natasha.

      ‘I like it,’ said Lisa. ‘In fact I tend to go all yellow for a pizza: cheese, pineapple, sweetcorn. Lovely.’

      ‘Awful,’ said Natasha. ‘Don’t let Lisa order the pizzas.’

      ‘Forget the pizzas,’ said Rachel, trying to prevent an argument. ‘Who wants another shot?’

      There was a collective cheer as Rachel handed the tray around. The pizzas were soon forgotten, and so was any hope of lining their stomachs and preventing the inevitable hangovers.
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      Lisa was relieved when talk of pizza got replaced by a suggestion of more drink.

      She could get away with tagging onto other people’s rounds of drinks, but if food was involved she would almost certainly be asked to contribute money that she didn’t have.

      ‘Food will just slow down our dabbing,’ she said to Frankie.

      ‘I didn’t realise you were such a serious bingo-er!’ Frankie laughed.

      Lisa liked Frankie. She was fun but not in a trying too hard way. Lisa wished that she could be as chilled out and laid-back as Frankie seemed to be. She wished that she could just enjoy herself and not worry about what other people thought.

      Her phone buzzed in her pocket and she let out an audible sigh. She took it out and looked at the screen. He was calling. She glanced around at the other women all deep in conversation and slipped off to the toilets, again.

      After a brief chat, and yet another rundown of who was here and what their plans were, she hung up the call, just as Frankie appeared next to her.

      ‘You’re popular this evening,’ she said.

      Lisa hated that someone had noticed her checking her phone. ‘It’s my other half. He’s missing me. He said Friday night telly isn’t the same without me.’

      ‘That’s sweet,’ said Frankie, and Lisa wished more than anything that it was in fact sweet and not completely suffocating.

      She scrabbled around in her handbag looking for some powder to cover up the tear stains on her cheeks, and as she caught Frankie’s eye in the mirror, she said, ‘Oh shoot! I’ve forgotten my lipstick!’ to avoid any further questions.

      ‘I have one you can borrow,’ said Frankie, producing a lipstick from her handbag.

      ‘Thank you.’ Lisa smiled. ‘That would be great.’ She applied the neutral shade and smacked her lips together to even it out. ‘What a gorgeous colour,’ she said. It was much paler than anything she would usually wear.

      It made her think about when she was a little girl and Natasha would let her borrow, or sometime even keep her make-up. Lisa had really looked up to Natasha. A little over five years older, she was oh-so grown up and amazingly cool, and Lisa had always tried to copy her style, listen to the music that she liked, say that things that she said and generally be just like her older cousin.

      Natasha hadn’t seemed to mind one bit and had often given her clothing she had grown out of, or old bits of make-up. A lipstick that wasn’t really her shade or an eyeshadow pallet with all the colours that she wore used up, leaving a selection of almost pristine reject colours. Lisa didn’t mind. Old unwanted make-up to Natasha was treasure to Lisa, and she was thrilled with every item she received.

      She still looked up to her cousin now, even if they didn’t always see eye to eye. She would never admit it to Natasha, but she was absolutely thrilled to have been invited on her birthday night out.

      ‘We’d better get back,’ she said, handing the lipstick back to Frankie. ‘Thanks for this.’

      ‘Any time,’ said Frankie. ‘Are you ready?’

      What did she mean by that? ‘Of course,’ said Lisa, and they headed back out to the group.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Hey, Tash,’ Lisa called, as they rejoined the ladies. ‘Dale says happy birthday.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Natasha. ‘Well, that is, um, nice.’

      Natasha had never liked Dale, Lisa knew that, but it annoyed her that she couldn’t at least pretend to. ‘Let’s send him a selfie. Let him know what fun we’re having.’

      ‘Sure,’ said Natasha, and the cousins picked their best angles and gave their best pouts.

      ‘He’ll love that,’ said Lisa, turning the phone to show Natasha. But her cousin had already turned her back to talk to someone else. Lisa showed the screen to Frankie instead. ‘He loves knowing what I’m up to.’

      Frankie smiled. ‘Great photo.’

      It wasn’t a lie. He did always want to know, but it was less loving seeing what she was up to and more having to know where she was.

      ‘Well, it’s nice that he takes an interest,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Does your fella not like little updates when you’re out?’

      ‘No fella here, thank God! My wife is away a lot and if she asks for a selfie, it’s normally of me and Billy, our son.’

      ‘Well, that’s nice.’ Lisa paused. ‘My daughter, Daisy, isn’t Dale’s.’

      ‘Does he still not take an interest?’

      ‘Not really.’ Lisa laughed. ‘Well, not at all to be honest. It’s a shame, but you can’t have everything, can you?’

      Frankie smiled and it made Lisa start to open up.

      Daisy’s dad, Ian, had been the love of Lisa’s life and she wanted to tell the world. For the first two years of three-year-old Daisy’s life they were the picture-perfect Instagram family.

      Daisy was all Lisa had ever wanted, because Daisy meant that they had a family, the perfect family, the perfect life, like the one she had always seen her cousin Natasha living on Instagram. That was what Lisa wanted too, that’s what she had always wanted. But it had all got too much for Ian and he had disappeared for a new life of bachelordom, and a whole heap of peace and quiet.

      Their first major row came when he had said that he wanted to spend time as a family for them, not for the world to see. He had called Lisa shallow. She said he was old-fashioned. He just didn’t get that the world had moved on, and posting your life online proved to everyone what a good time you were having.

      Lisa constantly felt like she needed to prove herself, but she just ended up proving that they weren’t meant to be. After that first argument, they didn’t seem able to agree on anything.

      She had ended up with Dale more out of convenience and fear of being alone than of any deep feelings or passion. And Lisa knew that Daisy was a very big inconvenience to Dale. He made it very clear that he was not her stepfather and that looking after her was one hundred per cent Lisa’s domain. This upset Lisa, but not enough to leave him, as she just couldn’t bear the thought of being alone.

      Frankie nodded and Lisa felt like she had said too much. She didn’t know why she was saying all this to someone she had just met, but there was something about Frankie that put her at ease. Perhaps that was what made her a good detective; perhaps people opened up to her.

      Natasha had told Lisa all about the amateur sleuthing that Rachel and Frankie had done, and Lisa had a feeling that her cousin was relishing showing them off on her birthday weekend, like D-list celebrities. Castle Upperhill’s answer to Cagney and Lacey. Lisa knew full well that Natasha loved the drama, but Frankie was much less nosey than she had imagined. Maybe she is only nosey when someone has been bumped off.

      ‘Is everything okay?’ asked Frankie, and it took Lisa by surprise.

      ‘Yes, why wouldn’t it be?’

      ‘You just seem a little…’

      ‘A little what?’ Lisa had been wrong about Frankie, she was nosey after all.

      ‘A little on edge.’

      ‘Well, I’m not,’ she snapped. ‘I’m fine.’ She wanted to add: and you can mind your own business, but she didn’t want to make the evening awkward.

      ‘Okay,’ said Frankie. ‘That’s good.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Lisa, tapping her fingers on her phone screen, eager to move on. She had immediately regretted snapping at Frankie but was starting to feel tense now. ‘When is this bingo starting?’

      ‘Any minute,’ said Natasha, and at that exact moment the music stopped, the lights went up and the words, ‘Eyes down!’ echoed across the large room.
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      The bingo caller was an older gentlemen – which was putting it politely – in a pink glittery suit. Apparently he got the memo!

      Rachel wondered how on earth he’d ended up here. Calling bingo for drunk middle-aged women trying to relive their youth by doing something they wouldn’t have dreamed of doing when they were young. Bingo calling was an art form. All the special calls and clever puns were wasted on these women who were all, well, wasted.

      But that didn’t stop him.

      ‘Two little ducks – twenty-two.’

      ‘Quack quack,’ said Natasha, as she took a swig of her Prosecco.

      ‘Ooh, I’ve got that one,’ said Lisa, trying frantically to get the lid off her bingo dabber.

      ‘Jolly good! Drinks are on you, Lisa, if you win,’ said Natasha. ‘C’mon, girls. Let’s have a selfie with our dabbers.’

      Rachel frowned. She was trying to concentrate on the bingo. She didn’t have time for selfies. It was like being at home and trying to get some work done while Charlie told her in great depth about the properties of different Minecraft blocks and shoved a screen in front of her face to show her his latest build.

      ‘Life begins – number forty.’ The bingo caller continued, undeterred by the drunken women talking and giggling over his calls.

      ‘One for the birthday girl,’ said Rachel, raising her glass and dabbing forty on her bingo card.

      ‘Excuse me,’ said Natasha. ‘I’m actually thirty-nine.’

      ‘I thought you were forty-two,’ said Lisa, which was met with a scowl from her cousin.

      ‘Oh dear,’ said Rachel, slapping her own wrist in jest but not feeling in the slightest bit guilty that she had annoyed Natasha.

      ‘Man at the door – fifty-four!’

      ‘I should be so lucky,’ said Trace.

      Rachel laughed.

      ‘I’ve got that one too,’ squealed Lisa.

      ‘I haven’t got any,’ said Frankie, her eyes frantically scanning the card in front of her.

      ‘Patience,’ said Rachel, pinching her fingers together and holding her arms out to show Frankie how zen she was. ‘You have to play the long game.’

      ‘It’s just nice to be out, isn’t it?’ whispered Frankie.

      Rachel nodded. ‘Change of scenery.’

      Frankie smiled.

      ‘C’mon, ladies,’ said Natasha. ‘We’re waiting for a photo.’

      ‘Garden gate – number eight!’

      ‘I don’t want to miss a number,’ said Lisa, dabbing her card.

      ‘Oh, don’t be so boring,’ said Natasha.

      Lisa rolled her eyes and Rachel sensed the slightest bit of tension between the cousins. She hoped it was just playful, the last thing they needed was for the evening to fill with awkward drama. They’d had enough drama to last them a lifetime.

      ‘C’mon then,’ said Rachel, jumping up, leaning in and posing with her bingo dabber.

      ‘Oh, okay,’ muttered Lisa, and the ladies all said, ‘Cheese!’

      ‘All the threes – thirty-three!’

      Lisa sat back down with a jolt and dabbed her card. ‘See, I nearly missed that one!’

      ‘How are you getting so many?’ asked Frankie. ‘I still haven’t got any.’

      ‘Oh, me neither,’ said Natasha, plonking herself down next to Frankie.

      ‘That’s because you haven’t been concentrating,’ said Lisa, without looking up.

      ‘It’s supposed to be fun,’ said Natasha. ‘We’re not at school.’

      ‘Down on your knees – forty-three!’

      ‘That’ll be Trace later.’ Natasha laughed.

      ‘Oi,’ said Trace. ‘You’re making me blush! But I do have that one actually!’

      Rachel laughed. So far this was no way near as bad as she was expecting. She was actually kind of enjoying herself, even though she could really do with a–

      ‘Cup of tea – number three!’

      She was thinking coffee, but tea would do.

      ‘Clickety-click – sixty-six!’

      ‘I can’t keep up with this,’ said Amy.

      ‘It doesn’t matter,’ said Beth. ‘Just dab any, they won’t know.’

      The other ladies looked at each other.

      ‘Do you want to tell her or should I?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘What?’ Beth looked confused.

      ‘They do check them,’ said Amy. ‘You know, when you take your card up.’

      ‘Oh shit, do they?’ Beth looked down at her card that was nearly full already. ‘I might have to rethink my tactics.’

      The ladies laughed.

      ‘What are you like?’ said Lisa.

      ‘Can she have one of your cards?’ asked Rachel. ‘I mean you’ve got two, so maybe you could use a hand?’

      ‘Um,’ Lisa paused.

      ‘One dozen – number twelve.’

      She dabbed her card. ‘I think I’m under control thanks.’

      ‘Oh, don’t be a spoil sport,’ said Natasha. ‘It’s only a game.’

      Lisa blushed. Rachel couldn’t quite work out why she was being so protective over a bingo card.

      ‘Fifty-nine – the Brighton line!’

      ‘Line! Line! I’ve got a line!’ Frankie jumped up and waved her card in the air.

      The other ladies clapped and cheered.

      Rachel put her arm around her. ‘Well done, mate.’

      ‘What do I win?’ Frankie asked, as she got up to claim her prize.

      ‘I think it’s a round of shots,’ Rachel grimaced.

      ‘Perfect.’ Natasha clapped.

      ‘Just what we need.’ Rachel sighed.
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        * * *

      

      ‘Eyes down for a full house!’ The caller took off his sparkly jacket to reveal a gold shirt and polka-dot waistcoat. He meant business.

      The numbers got quicker and quicker; the excitement in the room grew, and before long both Frankie and Lisa announced in unison, ‘I only need one more number!’

      Despite the cacophony of hen dos, and birthdays, and mums who had escaped for a rare night of freedom, the noise level dropped to near silence as deep concentration fell over the room and everyone’s cards started to fill up.

      ‘Queen bee – seventy-three!’

      Rachel looked at Frankie, and they both side-glanced at Natasha. She certainly was the queen bee all right, although Lisa was giving her a run for her money in the attention department. Every time she got a number she stood up and did a little dance, attracting the attention of the very few men in the room.

      Natasha tried to up her celebrating, and once she dabbed number seventy-three she let out a very nineties, ‘Ooop-ooop!’ to which about seventy-three per cent of the room responded, ‘Ooop-ooop!’ at the top of their voices. The other twenty-seven per cent either groaned or had no idea what she was doing.

      The room fell back to a tense silence, until…

      ‘Unlucky for some… thirteen!’ came the call.

      Excitement shot through Rachel when she heard an audible gasp from their table, before the deafening cry of, ‘BINGOOOOO!’ from Lisa as she jumped up onto the table, waving her bingo card in the air and flashing her knickers to the world. Music burst through the speakers and the lights flashed.

      ‘Looks like we have a winner,’ announced the caller. ‘Please come up and check your card.’

      ‘Told you they checked,’ said Amy, nudging Beth and making her blush.

      People banged on the tables with their hands, drum-rolling Lisa as she made her way to the front of the room.

      ‘How exciting,’ said Frankie. ‘To have a winner on our table.’

      ‘I know,’ said Rachel. ‘Does that mean we can go to bed?’ She yawned.

      ‘Not a chance,’ said Natasha. ‘The disco starts now!’

      ‘Oh jeez,’ said Rachel. ‘I hope the DJ’s good.’

      She smiled and winked at Frankie, knowing full well that the DJ would be pink-suit guy, and she was willing to bet that they would all be sitting on the sticky floor, rocking from side, and singing ‘Oops Upside Your Head’ within the hour.

      Lisa came trotting back, waving an envelope. ‘I won. It was all right, I actually won!’

      ‘That’s great!’

      ‘Well done!’

      ‘Yey, go you!’

      Everyone was thrilled for her. Rachel hadn’t really been paying attention but she thought they had announced a pretty decent prize pot at the start of the night.

      ‘Oh, that’s good news for you, Lisa,’ said Natasha. ‘You probably needed that.’

      Did she mean to sound so patronising? Rachel decided that, knowing Natasha, yes, she probably did.

      ‘Well done,’ said Rachel, with a great deal more sincerity.

      ‘Thanks,’ said Lisa. ‘Natasha is right, I did need that.’
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      Two hundred quid!

      Lisa kicked her shoes off and flopped herself onto the bed. Sinking into the soft pillows was the perfect way to celebrate her win.

      Two hundred quid; not nothing.

      It might well be nothing to Natasha, and to most of her yummy mummy friends, but to Lisa it was something. It meant that she wouldn’t have to ask Dale to pay off any money she put on her credit card this weekend. Dale always said that her credit card was for emergencies only, and she wasn’t sure that a round of shots or cocktails counted as an emergency.

      She hated the fact that Dale controlled her money, and she hated the fact that she had no secrets. He monitored everything she spent and questioned – in great detail – anything out of the ordinary. It wasn’t that Lisa particularly wanted to have any secrets, she would just like to do her own thing and be spontaneous from time to time without feeling as though she was being checked up on.

      This night out felt like a big deal. Dale had let her go for a start, with very few questions. Well, fewer than usual. She normally got the third degree: Who is going? What are you going to be doing? What time will you be back?

      ‘He just cares about you,’ Natasha had said once, but Lisa sometimes felt suffocated. In fact, not just sometimes.

      His messages were frequent and he had demanded regular selfies to check where she was and that she was with Natasha like she had told him, but there had been fewer phone calls than usual and she had even had moments where she had forgotten to worry about him. She had even found herself having fun!

      Lisa did love Dale, in a strange sort of way, and she wanted to make him happy, but it was hard sometimes. He earned more money so he controlled it. The little money that Lisa did earn, Dale made her pay it to him so that he could ‘look after’ it, which meant check what she spent.

      So, when Lisa wanted to treat her little girl, Daisy, she had to ask Dale’s permission, which often wasn’t granted. And she resented him for that. She loved spoiling Daisy – and not just for the Instagram pictures – but Dale took the joy out of it. She had been so confident and carefree when she was with Ian, but now it was all an act.

      As she made herself comfortable amongst the hotel pillows she scrolled through her phone and liked Natasha’s various social media posts. The night had been fun, but Natasha’s pictures made it look perfect. Artistic shots of fabulous looking drinks with the shabby decor of the venue cropped out, and close-ups of glamorous ladies with filters hiding their tired-mum eyes and frown lines. It was all about the image where Natasha was concerned.

      From a young age, Lisa had always sought her older cousin’s approval. When she was a teenager she would often text a picture of her outfit to Natasha who would always reply with helpful advice. It’s nice but I would wear your hair down. I like it but not in that colour. Yes, but not with those shoes.

      Lisa was always glad of the advice, but she sometimes wondered whether she was always just missing the mark slightly, or whether Natasha looked for faults where there weren’t any. There is always room for improvement, Lisa told herself, and she knew that these things were a matter of taste, but Natasha’s taste was impeccable, you only had to look at her to know that.

      Even as an adult, Lisa looked to Natasha for advice and guidance. But lately it had been less personal interaction and more having to follow her cousin on Instagram to see what she was wearing or how she was doing her hair. She often felt like a fan rather than a cousin as she watched Natasha’s latest Insta Reel or read her latest post. And her own Instagram page was a bit of a homage to her cousin as she tried to build up her own following on the platform.

      Lisa measured her own happiness by how it compared to Natasha’s. Was she as popular as Natasha? Did she have as many likes? As many followers? Did her hair look as good? Was her make-up as perfect? Were her clothes as glamorous? And for the most part the answer was no. She was younger. At least she had that on her side, but she always felt like she was a runner-up to Natasha’s beauty and perfection.

      If she was honest, this night out had not really been about winning the bingo. It hadn’t been about the bingo at all. It had been about showing Natasha she was doing just fine and had no need for her pitying messages – despite all the family gossip – and she wanted to prove it to her oh-so wonderful and amazing cousin. The two hundred quid was an added and unexpected bonus, and Lisa knew that you had to take the little wins where you could.

      One thing she had noticed so far was that Natasha didn’t seem as close to all of her mum friends as her Instagram feed made out. Some of the relationships seemed a little awkward and frayed. Lisa was positive that a couple of them had only been invited to make up the numbers. She hoped that didn’t include her. She hoped that her cousin had wanted her there to catch up and spend time together, not simply to be in the photos, having mock fun and feigning frivolity.

      She took her heels off and flopped back onto the bed. Despite the tight finances she had booked her own room so she could have some alone time and do some serious thinking. She thought about Daisy. She missed her so much when she was with her dad, though she was always thankful for the break. Being a mum was one of those weird paradoxes: you couldn’t bear to be without your child, though they drove you up the wall the whole time they were with you.

      But, although she was tired all the time, being a mum was the only part of her identity that she was proud of. And when she was off duty, as it were, she felt numb, and unimportant, and unnecessary; and Dale certainly did nothing to stop her from feeling that way. This weekend with the girls – even if they weren’t her girls – was giving her something else to focus on. Some time to relax and get her thoughts in order. If only she wasn’t so tired.

      She could have fallen asleep right then and there on the bed if a loud banging hadn’t jolted her dozing eyes open. She lay still, staring at the ceiling as her heart raced, but as the banging persisted she realised it was someone knocking at the door. That’s odd. Who would be looking for me in the hotel? Perhaps one of the other ladies has forgotten their toothpaste. She sighed and heaved herself up. The room spun slightly as she readopted a seated position. She took a swig from the Prosecco bottle that she had brought back with her and plonked it back on her bedside table before walking over to the door in a somewhat zig-zaggy line.

      ‘Who is it?’ she called, as she approached the door.

      ‘Room service,’ said a voice that sounded familiar but that her Prosecco-filled mind couldn’t quite place.

      ‘But I didn’t order any…’ She opened the door. ‘Oh, it’s you.’
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      Rachel woke up with a sore head.

      For a moment she had no idea where she was, but then her eyes focused and she saw the small kettle, the tatty curtains and the weird silky bed runner in a heap on the floor. She was in a cheap hotel. The memories popped into her head one by one: bonkers bingo-ing, dancing on tables, shots… so many shots!

      She let out a little whimper.

      ‘Good morning!’ said Frankie, at what sounded to Rachel like a million decibels.

      ‘Is it?’ Rachel croaked. She looked over at Frankie who was sitting on her neatly made bed less than a metre away from her. The joys of a twin room. Rachel rubbed her forehead. ‘It doesn’t feel very good from where I’m…’ she paused, ‘…sprawling!’ she finished.

      ‘You perhaps did go a bit overboard last night,’ said Frankie.

      ‘You didn’t say hot chocolate!’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Hot chocolate; the code word. That would have saved me.’ Rachel pulled the duvet up to her chin.

      ‘I think you’re supposed to say the code word if you want saving. Anyway, forget hot chocolate.’ Frankie smiled. ‘I’ll make you a cup of tea.’

      ‘Thanks, love,’ Rachel managed to say. ‘Can you stick a few sugars in it please? Is there any water?’

      ‘Of course there’s water.’ Frankie laughed. ‘There’s a tap in the bathroom… they have all the mod-cons here!’

      She disappeared into the small en suite and reappeared a few moments later with a glass of water that she popped on Rachel’s bedside table. Although table was perhaps overdoing it; it was more of a bedside shelf.

      ‘Have some of that,’ she nodded, ‘it’ll do you the world of good.’

      Rachel picked up the glass and gulped down three large mouthfuls. She put it back on the shelf, breathed out slowly, and said, ‘Nope, still feel like shit!’

      ‘Here’s your tea,’ said Frankie. ‘Maybe that’ll help. Sorry, they’ve only got those crappy little cartons of milk.’

      ‘That will be fine,’ said Rachel. She had never been so grateful for someone making her a cup of tea in her whole life. ‘As long as it’s hot and wet and has some caffeine in it.’

      She picked up her phone from the bedside shelf. ‘What time is it?’ She squinted, and as her eyes managed to focus on the phone screen, she added, ‘For Christ sake!’

      ‘What’s up?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Bloody Phil!’ Then Rachel read from her screen, ‘We need to leave for swimming at ten thirty, right? Honestly, men! I wrote it all down for him and stuck it to the fridge!’

      ‘Don’t get me started on men,’ Frankie joked.

      ‘You are lucky not to have this problem. I am sure that Amanda, having the advantage of being both female and in the army, is capable of following a simple instruction!’ Was that insensitive? Rachel hoped not.

      She typed:

      
        
          
            
              
        NO be there at 10.30, leave at 10.

      

      

      

      

      

      Then added a kiss so that she didn’t seem like too much of a battle axe.

      
        
          
            
              
        Phil (hubster): 10? It only takes 20 mins.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): He needs time to get changed.

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘Why do they suddenly need their hand holding when we are not there?’ She looked at Frankie who looked worried. ‘He’s fine though, don’t you worry about Billy. He’ll have a lovely time with Phil and Megan while Charlie has his swimming lesson. Then he’ll take them for a Maccy D’s brunch or something afterwards. Honestly, they won’t even notice we’re gone!’

      Frankie smiled. ‘Thanks, Rach. Right, I’ll jump in the shower.’ She almost skipped back towards the bathroom door. ‘You get that down your neck, and then we’ll go down for breakfast!’

      Rachel yawned and rubbed her forehead. How is Frankie so chipper?

      She sat herself up and jabbed at the pillows to make her bed as comfy as possible. If she could find peak comfort in a sitting position that allowed her to sip her tea, she wouldn’t have to move out of said position until she absolutely had to. She picked up the mug, and as she took a slurp she could hear Frankie singing in the shower. Rachel didn’t even sing in the shower when she felt human, let alone how she felt today. Maybe Frankie wasn’t human. Maybe she was a robot who could drink bucket-loads of weird-coloured alcoholic drinks and convert them into energy and joy. The singing got louder and Rachel pulled the duvet over her head once she’d given up on trying to sit upright. She was not ready for the day. She was not ready one bit.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      ‘You’ll feel better with some food inside you,’ said Frankie, having persuaded Rachel to venture downstairs for breakfast.

      Rachel grunted. She wasn’t convinced.

      ‘C’mon, we said we’d meet them at nine and it’s already ten past. If we leave it much longer they’ll have eaten everything.’

      ‘As long as there’s coffee, I don’t care,’ said Rachel, rubbing her forehead.

      As it happened, everyone else was late for breakfast too, so they weren’t even the last ones down. Beth and Amy were sitting alone at a large table, tucking into some granola and fresh fruit.

      ‘Good morning,’ said Beth. ‘They’ve got a lovely selection of juices, perfect to kick start your day.’

      ‘Why is she talking so loud?’ asked Rachel, under her breath as she made a beeline for the coffee machine.

      ‘I’m not sure that she is.’ Frankie laughed. ‘She’s talking at a perfectly normal level. Just get that coffee down you and it might help to turn the volume down.’

      Rachel clasped her coffee with both hands and made her way back to the table. Trace plonked herself down in the next seat and the smell from her full English breakfast made Rachel gag slightly.

      ‘You got back all right then?’

      ‘It was only like, round the corner, wasn’t it?’ Rachel asked.

      ‘I’m surprised you can remember!’

      ‘How can you eat all that?’ Rachel felt queasy.

      ‘Listen, if someone else is going to cook breakfast for me then I’m damn well going to eat it,’ said Trace, shoving in a forkful of egg and beans. ‘It’s not often I get a weekend off from the café.’

      ‘Fair enough. Go easy though,’ said Rachel, watching Trace guzzle her food down, hardly taking a breath. ‘I don’t want to see it all again in a minute or two.’

      Frankie sat down opposite her with a bowl of cornflakes and a small pastry.

      ‘Cornflakes?’

      ‘I didn’t know where to start. There was so much choice!’

      ‘So you chose cornflakes?’ Rachel laughed. ‘Of course you did.’

      ‘And a little pastry!’ said Frankie, defensively and Rachel felt guilty for teasing her.

      ‘Living life on the edge!’ Rachel’s teasing was always affectionate where Frankie was concerned. She hoped that Frankie knew that.

      Frankie smiled and took a bite of the pastry. ‘Oh wow! That is delicious.’

      ‘Have another,’ said Trace. ‘Make sure you get your money’s worth.’

      ‘I might just do that.’

      ‘Where’s Natasha?’ asked Rachel, realising that she was still missing from the table.

      ‘I left her snoring at about a million decibels so, God only knows when she’ll emerge.’ Rachel wondered whether she should tell Trace that she had baked bean juice dripping from the side of her mouth. ‘She set an alarm though, so hopefully that’ll shake some life into her at some point.’

      ‘And Lisa?’

      ‘No idea, she had her own room. I guess Natasha will knock for her on her way down.’

      ‘Beth, you’re right,’ said Frankie, reappearing after a second trip to the juice dispensers. ‘They do have a great selection. I’ve got pink grapefruit and I’m going to try red grape juice next.’

      ‘Steady on, love,’ said Rachel. ‘I’m living proof of what happens after one too many grape juices.’

      Frankie giggled. ‘Actually I must nip to the loo. I guess that’s the other effect too much juice can have!’

      After finishing her coffee Rachel decided that she might try some juice herself, but as she got up her head spun. Nope. She would have to stick to coffee after all. So much for being adventurous.

      ‘Oh, get me one, Rach,’ called Natasha, swanning into the breakfast room in full make-up, with curled hair and a stunning day dress.

      Rachel raised one eyebrow in protest, but poured another coffee and shuffled over to the table, clutching them both tightly.

      ‘Have you seen the commotion?’ Natasha asked in a completely over the top, listen to the gossip I have, fashion.

      ‘What commotion?’ asked Trace.

      ‘The hotel reception is crawling with police, I have no idea what has happened. Do you lot walk around with your eyes shut?’

      ‘The lift opens into the corridor next to the breakfast room; we didn’t come through the reception area.’

      ‘That’ll be why. I came down the stairs. Just goes to show, you should always get your steps in.’

      Rachel rolled her eyes. How is Natasha so chipper? Rachel felt like death warmed up, and probably looked like it too. She hadn’t dared to look in a mirror yet.

      ‘Did you knock for Lisa on your way down?’ asked Trace.

      ‘There was no answer,’ said Natasha. ‘I assumed she was already down here.’

      ‘Nope,’ said Trace. ‘Haven’t seen her.’

      ‘Maybe she pulled an all-nighter,’ said Rachel. ‘Splashing her winnings around town.’

      ‘It was only two hundred pounds,’ said Natasha. ‘Not quite enough to paint the town red.’

      ‘Perhaps she got lucky… and not just on the bingo!’ Rachel knew full well that Lisa had a partner, but couldn’t resist stirring up a bit of speculation. Am I as bad as Natasha?

      ‘That is how rumours start, Rachel,’ said Amy, who hadn’t said a lot until now. ‘You of all people should know that.’

      What is that supposed to mean? Rachel of course knew full well what it meant. It meant that even though Rachel had helped solve the unfortunate murder of the chair of their school PTA, the mums of Castle Upperhill Primary School would never forget that there had been a period where everyone suspected her of being the murderer, all because of something stupid she said.

      Rachel had two choices: she could either react and cause a scene, ruining a pleasant birthday outing, or she could let it slide, laugh it off and pretend that she wasn’t hurt by Amy’s comment. Rachel knew that the first option wouldn’t actually ruin Natasha’s birthday at all. Natasha would love it. She would love that her birthday produced some drama, but Rachel didn’t want to give her the satisfaction, so she took option two.

      ‘Good one,’ she said, grinning at Amy. It was a very forced grin, that she was struggling to hold, but as luck would have it, she was soon saved by the yell…

      ‘Oh my God, guys!’ Rachel had never seen Frankie so animated. ‘There’s, there’s…’

      What the hell happened in the toilet?

      ‘If you’re talking about the police then it’s old news,’ said Natasha.

      ‘But the police they are… did you… but they…’

      ‘Take a deep breath,’ said Rachel, calmly. ‘In… and out… in… and out.’ Frankie responded as requested and her breathing slowed. As soon as it was back to normal Rachel blurted out, ‘Now what the hell is going on?’

      ‘She found a knife.’

      ‘Who did?’ asked Natasha.

      Frankie sat down. She breathed in and out, slowly. ‘Di Hard!’

      ‘You are making no sense, Frankie,’ said Natasha. ‘Are you still drunk?’

      ‘Di Hard?’ Rachel knew full well who Frankie was referring to. ‘DI Harding? Is she…?’

      ‘Here, in the hotel,’ panted Frankie. ‘Yes! She recognised me and I asked what was going on.’

      ‘Well,’ asked Natasha. ‘What is going on?’

      There was a moment of silence before Frankie spoke. ‘Someone was assaulted. A woman. Last night, here in the hotel.’ There was a stunned silence as Frankie continued. ‘The staff called the police, but by the time they got here she had disappeared.’ She took a breath. ‘Then this morning they found blood and a knife, just outside.’

      ‘Gosh,’ said Rachel.

      ‘How awful,’ said Trace.

      ‘Terrible,’ said Natasha. ‘Still, it won’t stop us enjoying our day.’

      ‘It might,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Don’t be so silly,’ said Natasha. ‘The police are here now. They will sort it and make sure nothing else happens. It was probably a drunken kerfuffle.’

      ‘With a knife?’ Rachel raised one eyebrow, as Natasha and Trace went off to make more of a dent in the breakfast buffet, and Amy and Beth started whispering to each other.

      Frankie’s eyes were filling with tears.

      ‘Are you okay?’ asked Rachel.

      Frankie took a deep breath, and lowered her voice. ‘There’s something else.’

      Rachel swallowed the lump in her throat, not sure that she wanted to hear what the something else was.

      ‘DI Harding said that the woman…’

      ‘The one that was assaulted?’

      Frankie nodded. ‘She was wearing a pink sparkly dress.’

      Rachel’s mind spun. She couldn’t process what Frankie was telling her, but eventually she was able to say, ‘Like Lisa!’
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      ‘What do we do?’ Frankie asked.

      She had a really bad feeling about the whole thing. She knew that there was no way that Lisa was the only woman in the city last night wearing a pink sparkly dress – her own dress and Natasha’s were similar for a start – but they were here at breakfast and Lisa wasn’t. Frankie had this awful feeling in the pit of her stomach. At home, she would have doodled. She would have worked out the worry with a pen and paper. But here, in the chaos of an unknown place, she was panicking.

      ‘We stay calm,’ said Rachel, the voice of reason. ‘Let’s not panic. We don’t even know that it was definitely Lisa. There were loads of sparkly dresses out and about last night!’

      ‘How do you know?’ Frankie didn’t mean to snap. ‘I’m surprised you can remember what anyone was wearing!’

      ‘Hey,’ said Rachel. ‘I was sober for at least some of the night.’

      Frankie raised one eyebrow and asked, ‘Should I tell Natasha?’

      ‘No.’ Frankie was relieved at Rachel’s answer. She really didn’t want to tell Natasha. It would send her into a spin and Natasha flapping all over the place would be no help to anyone. ‘Not yet.’

      ‘So what do we do? Just carry on as normal?’

      ‘We should check that Lisa is okay.’

      That was a good, practical idea, but not one that Frankie really fancied. What if we find something awful? ‘I was afraid you were going to say that.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ said Rachel. ‘We will wake her up. We’ll bang on the door. Hell, we’ll kick the door down if we have to, but then we’ll know she’s okay.’

      ‘And if she’s not okay?’ Frankie couldn’t help but worry. It was her nature. She always thought the worst. She used to think that having a wife in the army would toughen her up and make her more resilient, but if anything it made her even more of a nervous wreck.

      ‘She’ll be okay.’ Rachel smiled and Frankie wished she had her confidence. ‘I bet she’s just still asleep. Then we can do a big reveal… Like woo-hoo, look who we found!’

      ‘But there was a lot of blood, Rach. I think that her being asleep in her room might be slightly optimistic. Plus, Natasha knocked for her, didn’t she?’

      ‘Well, she obviously didn’t knock hard enough. She must still be completely out of it.’

      ‘Maybe you’re right.’ Frankie thought for a moment. ‘But we’d better be quick. We don’t want the police to find us snooping around up there.’

      ‘Come on then,’ said Rachel. ‘I haven’t seen any of them head up there yet, and they don’t know Lisa is missing – if she is even missing – plus, they’ll have to get a master key from reception, and–’

      ‘That won’t take long.’ Frankie bit her lip. ‘Plus, I may have mentioned to DI Harding that someone in our group had a pink sparkly dress and that they hadn’t turned up to breakfast.’

      Rachel rolled her eyes. ‘Well let’s go then… beat them to it.’

      ‘Okay, you’re right. We should at least knock. We do need to check she’s okay, I guess.’ Frankie’s heart was pounding in her chest. ‘It is just my mind working overtime. No one else seems worried about Lisa. We’ll check and then we’ll come straight back down and tell Natasha that everything’s fine.’

      They made their excuses, left the breakfast room and started walking over to the lifts.

      ‘If it is!’ Rachel’s comment wasn’t very helpful or tactful, but she added, ‘I mean, I’m sure it will be. She’ll be fine. To be fair, whatever state she’s in is better than being dead.’

      ‘She had a lot to drink last night.’

      ‘Didn’t we all.’

      Frankie cleared her throat. ‘Some more than others.’ She could clearly remember how drunk Rachel was, but Lisa hadn’t seemed anything more than tipsy. She had certainly held her drink better than most of the other mums. She was checking her phone a lot and making excuses. This man of hers had been checking up on her, but although she seemed a little distracted, she didn’t seem harassed by the messages and calls. If anything she was taking them in her stride.

      They reached the lift and Rachel called it. Her finger stayed on the button and she stared down at it.

      ‘Is everything okay, Rach?’

      ‘The lift… We came in the lift last night.’

      ‘Yeah, of course we did.’ Frankie laughed. ‘You were far too pissed to navigate the stairs.’

      Rachel let out the tiniest of laughs in response, but her eyes were still glazed over. Her mind was somewhere else.

      The lift arrived and Frankie put her arm on Rachel’s back. ‘Are you sure you don’t want to go back to the room for a lie-down?’

      ‘I’m fine,’ said Rachel, shaking her head. She put her face in her hands; something was wrong, but they got into the lift and Frankie pressed floor five.

      ‘That’s the right floor, isn’t it?’ she asked.

      ‘I think so,’ said Rachel. She still looked deep in thought and Frankie decided to keep quiet for a moment and let her cogs turn.

      They arrived at floor five. The lift pinged and as the doors opened and Rachel rubbed her forehead, Frankie let her think while they stepped out of the lift into the empty corridor.

      ‘Lisa’s room is down this way,’ said Rachel, gesturing right, along the corridor.

      ‘How do you know?’

      ‘I– I’m not sure. I think I walked her back to her room last night, I mean, I can’t really remember but I have a vague recollection.’

      Frankie raised an eyebrow.

      ‘I mean, I wish I could remember it all more clearly, but my memory of last night is somewhat hazy to say the least.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Frankie. ‘One step at a time. Let’s find her room and if she’s simply overslept then none of this matters. You can forget everything.’

      ‘And if she’s not?’

      Frankie swallowed the lump in her throat. ‘If she’s not, then you are going to have to rack your brains until we piece last night together.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Rachel. ‘If you say so.’

      Frankie nodded. Lisa would be okay. She has to be. She would be sprawled in bed wishing she’d had one less brightly coloured drink last night, although Frankie didn’t think that Lisa had drunk as much as some of the others. She had seemed a bit preoccupied. Maybe she was just making the most of a lie-in. She should have done that herself, although since having Billy she always struggled to lie-in. Once she was awake she just couldn’t drift back off anymore. As soon as daybreak hit, mum mode was activated and she was on full alert.

      The women walked quietly but quickly along the corridor.

      ‘Right,’ said Rachel. ‘Let’s get Lisa, bring her downstairs and then I can get back to my coffee, bacon and eggs.

      ‘Who was the witness?’ Rachel asked out of nowhere.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Frankie. ‘I didn’t think to ask.’

      Rachel raised one eyebrow at her and Frankie felt like a trainee constable being told off by the DCI.

      ‘I mean, I was in a bit of shock,’ Frankie said, almost under her breath. Then to throw the heat away from her, she asked, ‘Did you definitely see Lisa go into her room last night?’

      Rachel shrugged. ‘I can’t remember.’

      ‘Okay.’ Frankie didn’t want to remind Rachel that Natasha had asked her to make sure Lisa got back okay. It would only make her feel bad if it did turn out Lisa had gone AWOL.

      But then Rachel asked, ‘Why?’

      ‘Oh, no reason.’ Frankie obviously didn’t sound very convincing as a barrage of questions followed.

      ‘Should I have seen her? I mean she’s Natasha’s cousin, isn’t she? Plus, she’s a grown woman. Why should I be monitoring her movements?’

      ‘It’s nothing, it’s just…’

      Rachel was staring at Frankie with wide eyes.

      ‘Well, you said you’d look after her, that’s all.’ Frankie saw the moment that Rachel’s face dropped. ‘Y’know, get her back to the hotel safely. You, well, you promised Natasha.’

      ‘Shit,’ said Rachel. ‘Why the hell did I say that? I could barely look after myself.’

      ‘That is a good question,’ said Frankie. ‘And another good question is, why the hell did Natasha let you?’
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      Rachel’s mind scanned back to last night, trying to remember going to bed; trying to remember being with Lisa, but it was all very hazy.

      There was something about this corridor though. It was stirring something vague in her mind, but it wasn’t properly formed. There were bits of memory here and there and Rachel couldn’t quite piece all the fragments together.

      She could remember being with Lisa. Dancing, on a table maybe?

      She could remember some guys… They were talking to Lisa, flirting with her and she didn’t like it.

      But the next thing she could remember clearly was being slumped outside her hotel room door with the contents of her handbag strewn across the floor of the corridor, searching for her room key.

      The ping of the lift had given Rachel another flashback to last night. Something happened with the lift. Was it broken? She couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

      She could remember watching the numbers go up on the digital lift screen.

      She could remember stopping at floor five, because she could remember belting the lyrics to a late nineties boyband tune, ‘Five’ll make you feel all right!’ much to the dismay of the other people in the lift – except Lisa who was laughing her head off.

      It was coming back to her; there were other people in the lift, and one of them was Lisa. So, she did go back to her room at the same time as Rachel, although Rachel had no recollection of what time that was.

      Rachel and Frankie crept along the corridor. After all, it was still relatively early for a Saturday and some people might still be asleep. Rachel wished that she was still asleep, underneath the thick duvet, with her choice of pillow from the menu, dreaming about legs eleven and being blissfully unaware that someone might have been murdered in the hotel foyer.

      ‘This is like a bloody maze,’ said Rachel, but eventually, ‘This is it!’

      They stood in front of door five hundred and seven.

      ‘Yes! I’m sure Lisa said five-o-seven on the chat, didn’t she?’ Frankie scrolled frantically through her phone.

      ‘Lucky seven, key of the door,’ said Rachel.

      ‘What?’

      ‘Oh, nothing. Just bingo calls, you know, but yes, I think this is the one.’

      ‘Do you want to knock or shall I?’

      ‘I don’t think it makes any difference,’ said Rachel, lifting up her hand to rap on the door. But just as she was about to, her phoned pinged.

      ‘Shh!’ said Frankie.

      ‘Why?’ asked Rachel. ‘We’re about to knock on the door, aren’t we?’

      She looked down at her phone. It was Phil. ‘Oh flippin’ ’eck, what now?’ she said out loud.

      
        
          
            
              
        Phil (hubster): Charlie’s swimming trunks keep falling down. Has the elastic gone?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): I don’t know. I’m not there. Do they feel like the elastic has gone?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): Not really, they look brand new.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): Well, I don’t know what to tell you then Phil.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): He says he doesn’t want to wear them, they’re too flowery.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): Flowery?

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘Jesus, Phil, I don’t have time for this!’ Rachel accidentally said out loud.

      ‘What’s up?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Just another swimming debacle. Honestly, I can’t even have one night away!’

      Phil replied with a photo.

      
        
          
            
              
        Phil (hubster): He has a point!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): Phil!! They are Megan’s bikini bottoms.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Charlie’s are in his drawer.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Get Megan to help you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): Shit sorry! No worries. Thanks [image: face with tongue]

      

      

      

      

      

      Rachel looked at her watch.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rach (the boss): Have you not left yet?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): Just about to.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): You need to leave.

      

      

      

      

      

      She looked at her watch again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rach (the boss): Now!

      

      

      

      

      

      She let out a big sigh, and took out her frustration on the door. She hammered on it. ‘Lisa,’ she called. ‘We’ve started brekkie without you. If you don’t come down soon, there’ll be no eggs left.’

      Nothing.

      The corridor was silent.

      Rachel put her ear up to the door. Not even the hum of a television or tinkle of a shower. There was no one in that room, at least no one in the land of the living. She shook her head, which prompted Frankie to put her ear to the door too.

      ‘She’s not in there,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Shhh,’ Rachel hissed, and then raised her voice a notch. ‘Oh hang on, I’ve left my phone in there. Let me just… Oh shit! I didn’t bring my key card either.’

      ‘What?’ Frankie scrunched her face up.

      ‘I’ve left it in the room! I’ll have to go back down and ask at reception and then come all the way back up and we’ll be late meeting the others. If only… Oh excuse me.’

      Frankie looked over her shoulder and when she looked back, Rachel raised her eyebrows at her, hoping she would latch onto the plan. She almost saw the moment the light bulb pinged on above Frankie’s head.

      ‘You’re such a nightmare.’ Frankie laughed. ‘You’re always doing things like this.’

      Good old Frankie.

      ‘Excuse me,’ Rachel said again, as the cleaner got closer. ‘I’ve left my key card in the light switch thingy, I don’t suppose you could just swipe yours and let me back in, to grab it?’

      The cleaner looked at Rachel then to Frankie and back to Rachel.

      ‘Well, I shouldn’t really. I…’

      ‘Oh you’re right. Don’t worry about it,’ said Rachel. ‘I don’t want to get you in any trouble. I’m just being lazy. Too much wine last night and my head is banging. C’mon, Frankie. We’d better hurry.’

      ‘It’s fine,’ said the cleaner. ‘Tell you what, I’ll do you a deal. I’ll open the door, if when you come back out you put your do not disturb on and that’ll be one less room for me to do. The next shift can do it. Trying to finish up as quickly as possible today. It’s my son’s birthday and…’

      ‘Say no more.’ Rachel tapped her finger on the side of her nose. ‘Happy to be of service.’

      Frankie smiled. ‘I’ll do the same on my door too if you like?’

      ‘Thanks, girls,’ said the cleaner, as she tapped her key card on the lock of room five-o-seven. ‘Oh, and when you head downstairs, I’d avoid the main reception area. It’s all kicking off down there. Something about a possible murder!’

      ‘Gosh,’ said Rachel, pushing down the door handle so that the door clicked open.

      ‘How awful,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Thanks anyway.’ Rachel put her thumb up in the cleaner’s direction. ‘Oh, by the way, what time did you clock on this morning?’

      ‘Six. Like I say, I’m trying to get done early.’

      ‘And was the kerfuffle in the foyer already going on then?’

      ‘Yeah, they made us all come in the back way. Awful really.’

      ‘Thanks…’ Rachel looked at the cleaner’s name badge. ‘Kerry, you’ve been really helpful.’

      Kerry smiled and then disappeared down the corridor with her trolley, as Rachel pushed the door open with trepidation.

      ‘Hello? Lisa?’

      She stepped into the room, glancing over her shoulder to check that Frankie was right behind her. As she walked around the corner into the main part of the room her worst fears were realised. Okay, so a dead body was her worst fear, but this was the next worst thing!

      Lisa wasn’t there.

      The bed was unmade, there was a half-drunk cup of tea on one surface, hair straighteners and a brush on another, a glass of water next to the bed and a charger in the socket next to it. This was not the room of someone who had checked out early without telling anyone. A bag full of clothes was on the floor next to the bed and the key card was in the little socket on the wall so the lights were on.

      Lisa’s sparkly high heels were strewn on the floor, which meant that Rachel’s vague memory was right. She had come back here last night. So the theory that she had got lucky and stayed out with some fella was off the table. Where could she be?

      ‘Well, there is no sign of a struggle,’ said Rachel. ‘So, that’s a positive at least.’

      ‘Should we check the bathroom?’ Frankie asked, and Rachel could hear her voice shaking.

      ‘I’ll do it,’ she said, not sure that Frankie would be up to seeing whatever might be waiting for them in there, but also not sure that her own stomach was either.

      She pushed open the door and winced, hoping and praying that she wasn’t about to find Lisa, dead in the bath.
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      ‘Oh, thank God!’

      ‘Is she there? Is she asleep in the bathtub?’ Relief flooded over Frankie. We’ve been worrying about nothing! Lisa had just laid down in the bath and fallen asleep. Why had she lain in the bath? That didn’t matter, what was important was that she was okay. ‘Lisa?’ Frankie walked into the small bathroom behind Rachel and saw the empty tub.

      ‘She’s not here,’ said Rachel. ‘Her things are here, but she is not.’

      Frankie scanned the room. There was no sign of any blood. There was shampoo and a used towel on the side of the bath, a toothbrush and toothpaste on the sink, and make-up strewn across the shelf.

      ‘Where is she then?’ asked Frankie, as her heart sank.

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

      ‘I think we need to tell Natasha.’ Frankie let out a worried sigh.

      They both stood in silence for a moment, the only sound a slow drip from the tap.

      ‘Do you think we should…?’ Rachel stopped mid-sentence.

      ‘What?’

      ‘I just…’

      Frankie’s stomach dropped. She knew what Rachel was going to say.

      ‘I think we should take some photos.’

      ‘You mean like crime scene photos?’

      ‘Not crime scene exactly.’ Rachel bit her lip. ‘Just, if she’s missing it might give us some clues to where she is. Y’know, if it’s not obvious straight away that is.’

      ‘Well, it definitely isn’t obvious.’ Frankie glanced around the room, desperately looking for some hint of where Lisa might be, but there was nothing. ‘But, you never know, she might be down at breakfast by the time we get back.’ Wishful thinking.

      ‘She might, but there’s no harm in taking a few snaps. Save us coming back and if she’s downstairs, then brilliant. I’ll delete them straight away. No harm done.’

      Frankie nodded. ‘Fine. But be quick. If the police start checking the rooms we don’t want to be caught snooping about up here.’

      ‘It won’t take a sec.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Twelve and a half minutes later, the ladies made their way back down to the breakfast room. They passed some uniformed officers in the corridor.

      ‘This place is like a maze,’ she had heard one of them mumble as they passed.

      ‘Where have you two been?’ asked Natasha. ‘We look ridiculous sitting here with two empty seats with breakfasts in front of them. Looks like we’ve been helping ourselves to extras.’

      ‘It’s all you can eat,’ said Rachel. ‘You can help yourself to as much as you like.’

      ‘Well, that’s not the point,’ said Natasha.

      Frankie wasn’t sure what the point was, so she decided to move on. ‘We went to look for Lisa.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Natasha, briefly glancing up from her breakfast plate. ‘I’m sure she’ll make her way down when she’s ready. She’s probably having a lie-in. That’s one benefit of having your own room, you don’t have Trace clattering around at the crack of dawn.’

      Trace blushed. ‘I needed to get to the bathroom. It was pretty urgent.’

      ‘Oh, Trace, do spare us the details.’ Natasha turned her nose up. ‘We are trying to eat.’

      ‘We’ve been trying to find Lisa,’ said Frankie, softly, ‘because we are worried about where she might be.’

      ‘She’s not in her room,’ said Rachel.

      That made Natasha stop mid chew, slowly finish her mouthful of food and then say, ‘She might still be asleep. Maybe she didn’t hear you knock.’

      ‘She’s not asleep,’ said Frankie. ‘She is not in her room. We went in. It is empty.’

      ‘Oh!’ Natasha dabbed the sides of her mouth with a napkin. ‘Well, that is odd.’

      ‘Natasha,’ Frankie spoke as clearly and carefully as she could. ‘There is something we need to tell you.’

      ‘What?’ asked Natasha, as the colour drained from her face.

      ‘The woman that the police mentioned, the one that was assaulted and also seen outside the hotel in distress…’

      ‘And with blood on her,’ Rachel chipped in.

      ‘Yes, with blood on her.’ Frankie swallowed. ‘Well, she was wearing a pink sparkly dress.’

      Natasha had no colour left in her face. She was silent. Frankie couldn’t recall ever seeing Natasha lost for words. Normally it would be a good thing, but not now. Frankie could sense the worry that she felt for her cousin.

      ‘Lisa was wearing a pink sparkly dress,’ said Natasha.

      Frankie nodded and even Rachel managed to refrain from pointing out that she was stating the obvious.

      ‘And she’s not in her room?’ Natasha asked, finally realising what that might mean.

      ‘No,’ said Frankie. ‘But there is no sign of any blood and no sign of any trouble.’

      ‘Oh, thank God.’ Natasha seemed to lose the ability to hold up her own weight and Amy and Beth steadied her before she fell off her chair.

      ‘Take a deep breath,’ said Beth, rubbing her back.

      Frankie took a deep breath as if Beth was talking to her.

      She kept breathing.

      Slow breaths – in and out, in and out – while hysteria broke out around her.

      Frankie hated this, not just the fact that Lisa was someone they knew, but also she hated the attention focused on her. Other people that she could think of would relish making such a statement, but not Frankie. She wanted to burst into tears, but knew from experience that these situations required at least one person to remain calm.

      The thing that she found strange – other than the blood and the fact Lisa was missing – was the way that each of the mums had reacted to her telling them. Yes, they were all hysterical, they had that in common, but they each seemed to be hysterical for different reasons, which was interesting. If she was investigating this crime – if it was in fact a crime – which of course she wasn’t, she would definitely make a mental note of their reasons.

      Flamboyant hysterics from Natasha of course. ‘No!’ she cried. ‘Not Lisa. She has to be okay. She just has to.’

      Okay, so Lisa was her cousin. Natasha must have been upset, but it felt as though she was going for an Oscar nomination rather than showing any genuine distress.

      Trace was busy flapping. ‘Oh my God, this can’t be happening. What the actual fuck? No way. Shit. Gosh. I can’t breathe. Shall I get you a glass of water, Tash? A paper bag? A shot of vodka?’

      A calm Amy put a comforting arm around Natasha. ‘We don’t know for sure that anything bad has happened. Do we?’ She looked at Frankie with raised eyebrows.

      ‘No, I suppose not. Not for sure.’

      ‘Blood doesn’t meant she is dead,’ added Amy. ‘If it was her that was seen in distress, that means she was alive, albeit a little upset.’ Amy paused. ‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’

      ‘I guess so,’ said Frankie.

      ‘You guess so?’ Amy didn’t wait for an answer. ‘Was she in the hotel? Or outside? Who was it that saw her?’ Amy fired questions at her until Beth said, after sniffing back a sob, ‘I think she’s still in shock, Amy. Give her some time to think.’

      ‘If she’s not dead, and she’s not in her room, then where the hell is she?’ asked Natasha, eventually. Her voice caught as she held back tears.

      ‘Well, that we don’t know,’ said Frankie, as calmly as she could manage.

      ‘We just wanted to make sure she wasn’t right under our noses,’ added Rachel.

      ‘You were supposed to be looking after her,’ said Natasha, frowning at Rachel.

      ‘I’m sure she’ll be okay.’ Frankie smiled at Natasha, who was dabbing at her face with a tissue. The dabbing was doing nothing to help the black smudges under her eyes and Frankie wondered what her followers would think. Life was one long catwalk after all, well according to Natasha it was. ‘This isn’t Rachel’s fault.’

      Natasha sniffed back another big tear. ‘Sorry, ladies. This is all rather overwhelming.’

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Frankie. ‘We can only imagine.’

      ‘But you’ll find her, won’t you?’

      Frankie looked at Rachel, and then back at Natasha, whose eyes were pleading with them.

      ‘Us?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Well, yes. You’re detectives, aren’t you?’

      ‘No,’ said Frankie. ‘We’re just mums.’

      ‘We came here to play bingo not find a missing person,’ added Rachel, rather unhelpfully Frankie thought.

      ‘But she’s my cousin,’ sniffed Natasha. ‘And you did say you’d look out for her.’

      Rachel rolled her eyes. ‘Fine,’ she said. ‘We’ll look for Lisa, if you insist.’

      Frankie smiled. They had been looking for Lisa anyway, they couldn’t help themselves, and it hadn’t taken any insisting from anyone.

      ‘I do,’ said Natasha. ‘Thank you.’

      ‘Not at all,’ said Frankie.

      Natasha sniffed back a tear. ‘No one would want to kill her, would they?’

      ‘You tell us,’ said Rachel. ‘She was your cousin.’

      ‘Is!’

      ‘Sorry?’

      ‘Is,’ repeated Natasha. ‘She is my cousin.’

      ‘Sorry, yes,’ Rachel stuttered. ‘That’s what I meant.’

      ‘Natasha,’ said Frankie, calmly, trying to move the conversation on. ‘Can you think of anyone who might want to harm your cousin?’

      ‘Hmpfh,’ Natasha grunted. ‘You mean apart from Dale?’

      ‘Dale?’

      ‘Her partner.’

      ‘Did he hurt her?’ asked Frankie, softly, thinking back to all those phone calls and text messages Lisa was getting the night before.

      ‘Not physically, that I know of,’ said Natasha. ‘Although who knows what goes on behind closed doors.’

      ‘We shouldn’t speculate,’ said Frankie.

      ‘But we do need to find her,’ said Rachel. ‘And if it helps…’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Natasha. ‘You definitely need to look at Dale.’

      ‘Whoever it is might still be out there,’ said Trace. ‘It doesn’t bear thinking about.’ She rubbed Natasha’s back, dramatically.

      ‘It’s all just so worrying,’ sobbed Natasha. She dabbed her eyes and then rubbed her forehead. Her eyes widened as if something had just dawned on her. ‘Especially after that Instagram post.’

      Rachel looked like she was about to choke on the piece of croissant that she had just shoved in her mouth, so Frankie asked for her, ‘Instagram post?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Natasha, tapping at her phone screen and then scrolling through to what she was looking for. She turned her phone to face them, and Frankie and Rachel peered at the screen.

      Frankie squinted. Lisa had posted to Instagram just after midnight. There was a picture of her winning bingo card, with a massive red splodge over the number thirteen, and the caption read: #unluckyforsome.

      ‘Shit,’ said Rachel, which was exactly what Frankie was thinking. ‘If only everything about last night wasn’t so bloody hazy.’

      But as Rachel rubbed her forehead, the cogs in Frankie’s head were turning.

      ‘Listen,’ she said. ‘We all went to bed at different times, and spoke to Lisa at different times, so maybe, if we try and piece it all together, we can work out where she is and what has happened.’

      Natasha nodded slowly and wiped her eyes.

      ‘I’m sure she’ll be fine and there will be a logical explanation,’ said Frankie. ‘We just need to find it.’

      Natasha threw her arms around her. ‘Thank you, Frankie. I knew you would help, and see, you think just like a detective.’

      Frankie caught Rachel grinning at her with her arms folded.

      ‘First things first, Detective Frankie,’ said Rachel.

      How did I end up as lead detective here? Frankie wondered.

      ‘Has anyone actually tried calling her mobile?’

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            15

          

          
            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      The phone rang and rang, and Rachel knew that Lisa was not going to answer.

      Each time she dialled they were just prolonging the inevitable and wasting more time, but she wanted to keep trying – just in case – for Natasha’s sake; to show her that they were serious about finding Lisa and that they were not going to give up.

      ‘Try not to worry, Tash,’ said Rachel, after the fifth try. ‘I’ve left a message and texted her. She will get back in contact as soon as she’s ready or able to.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Natasha, and Rachel couldn’t help but think that she liked this new grateful Natasha. Maybe we could keep her. ‘What should I do?’

      Rachel glanced at Frankie who shrugged subtly. She didn’t want Natasha breathing down their neck while they looked for her cousin. ‘I imagine the police might want to speak to you.’

      Natasha’s sobbing head bobbed up like a meerkat. ‘Why would they want to talk to me?’ she asked, defensively.

      ‘Because your cousin is missing.’ Rachel lifted both eyebrows. ‘And she fits the description of the woman that was seen last night.’

      ‘Oh yes, of course.’ Natasha dabbed at her eyes with a napkin.

      ‘I did mention it to DI Harding,’ said Frankie. ‘But, I think they will want to have a word with you.’

      ‘Right, I see.’ Natasha stood up and brushed herself down. ‘Better get it over with then.’

      ‘I’ll come with you.’ Trace leapt up and grabbed Natasha’s arm. ‘You must still be reeling, lovely.’

      ‘Thank you, Trace. Nice of you to offer.’ She scowled back over her shoulder making sure everyone else knew that was a dig at them for not offering, and the two women headed off towards the foyer.

      ‘I think I need a coffee,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Coming right up,’ said Rachel, and then under her breath, ‘I wonder if DI Harding could tell us whose blood it was.’

      ‘All right, Rach,’ said Amy. ‘Maybe give it a minute before going all Miss Marple on us.’

      ‘Natasha has asked us to look for Lisa,’ said Rachel.

      ‘Yeah, look for Lisa,’ Amy scoffed. ‘Not obsess over the blood which has nothing to do with wherever she is.’

      But Rachel had a funny feeling that the blood might have something to do with where Lisa was, and she knew that Frankie felt the same.
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        * * *

      

      ‘I wonder what Jess is saying to Natasha?’ Rachel asked Frankie, when the others were out of earshot.

      ‘We should probably call her DI Harding while she’s, y’know, at work,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Yeah, I guess we should.’ Rachel nodded.

      ‘Plus, we don’t want the others to think we’re too pally-pally with the police, do we?’ Frankie added.

      But Rachel’s thoughts had wandered. ‘They might want Natasha to identify the body.’

      ‘Rachel!’ Frankie shouted, before dropping her voice to a whisper. ‘What did you say that for? There is no body to identify right now.’

      ‘Well, there might be.’ Rachel shrugged. ‘At some point.’

      ‘I hope you’re joking,’ said Frankie. ‘And by the way, if you are, that isn’t funny.’

      Rachel hadn’t been joking. She couldn’t help the thoughts that popped into her mind – but she should make more of an effort not to say them out loud.

      She heard a loud sob and looked up to see Natasha and Trace coming towards them. Natasha dabbed her face with a tissue while Trace steadied her with a hand on each shoulder.

      ‘Everything okay?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘Well, apart from my cousin being missing and someone of her description being spotted upset and covered in blood, everything’s fine thanks,’ snapped Natasha.

      ‘Yes,’ mumbled Rachel. ‘Fair point, sorry.’

      Frankie had a much more sensible question. ‘What did DI Harding have to say?’

      ‘Oh, she just wanted the details of her next of kin.’ Natasha wiped the snot from her nose. ‘I told them that he’s a complete waste of space.’

      ‘What do you mean by that, Natasha?’ Rachel knew it wasn’t the right time to be prodding Natasha, but she couldn’t help herself. ‘Do you think he did her in?’

      ‘Rachel!’ Frankie frowned in Rachel’s direction. ‘Seriously?’ she mouthed, and Rachel shrugged.

      Frankie turned to Natasha. ‘Natasha,’ she said gently. ‘Rachel and I are going to pop out and see what’s happening. See if we can help in any way. You should get some rest. It’s been an eventful morning.’

      Natasha nodded.

      ‘Yes,’ said Trace. ‘I am just taking her for a lie-down.’

      ‘It has all just been a bit much,’ said Natasha. Trace was about to scoop her off towards the lifts, but then she added, ‘I’ll just update the others,’ and she headed off to where Amy and Beth were huddled around the coffee machine.

      ‘Honestly,’ said Rachel, when they were out of earshot. ‘Is it just me or is she loving this?’

      ‘How can you say that?’ Frankie replied.

      ‘She is lapping it all up. Having a flippin’ lie-down… she should be out there looking for Lisa, like us.’

      ‘Do you really want her tagging along?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Well, no, but that is what she should be doing!’

      Frankie chuckled. ‘I do feel sorry for her though, Rach. She must be worried sick about her cousin and it’s put a bit of a dampener on her birthday weekend, hasn’t it?’

      ‘Feel sorry for her all you want, but don’t forget how quick she was to accuse me of murder not so long ago.’

      Frankie exhaled slowly.

      Rachel couldn’t help wondering if Natasha would have any empathy if one of the other mums were in her position? Or would she carry on, business as usual?

      They stepped into the foyer and there was a throng of activity. There was police tape around some blood on the floor and people in white overalls taking swabs, taking photos and bagging up various items.

      ‘Can you take a step back please, ladies?’ The voice of a police officer made Rachel jump.

      ‘Sorry,’ said Frankie, doing as she was told, but Rachel was less obedient. ‘Can we talk to DI Harding please? We think we might be able to help.’

      ‘I’ll take this,’ said a woman in a power suit, waving the officer down.

      ‘Jess,’ said Rachel. ‘I mean, DI Harding. It is so great to see you. Shame about the circumstances.’

      ‘Yes,’ said DI Harding. ‘Comes with the job I’m afraid. I was surprised to see Frankie earlier and now you too, Rachel. I’ve also just had the pleasure of speaking to the lovely Natasha. She is a delight. I remember her from last time.’

      ‘Once seen, never forgotten!’ Rachel smiled. ‘Do you know yet whether the blood is Lisa’s?’

      DI Harding’s eyebrows shot up. ‘Please don’t tell me you’re investigating this one too? I get more hours out of you pair than I do my own officers.’

      Frankie took a slightly gentler tack. ‘It’s just we were out with her last night, Natasha’s cousin, the one that is missing, and well, we want to help.’

      ‘Yes, I gather she’s related to Natasha.’ DI Harding looked pensive for a moment. ‘And Natasha’s the Instagrammer, if I remember correctly?’

      ‘Yes, in fact Lisa is a bit of an influencer too,’ said Rachel. ‘Or trying to be, so it would seem.’

      ‘I see.’ DI Harding scribbled something down in her notepad. ‘Actually, perhaps you ladies could help me after all.’

      Rachel folded her arms and waited to hear how.

      ‘You could send me the links to her socials.’

      ‘With pleasure,’ said Frankie, getting out her phone.

      Rachel put her hand on Frankie’s arm. ‘And if we do that, will you tell us whether the blood is Lisa’s?’

      ‘The lab hasn’t got back to me on that yet.’ DI Harding folded her arms. ‘It will be a while. The blood and the DNA samples from her hotel room have only just been sent over.’ She paused, as if she was deciding whether to say the next thing.

      Rachel stayed quiet to let her speak.

      DI Harding glanced over her shoulder and spoke softly. ‘Listen, I know you are trying to help, and maybe you can. There are a few things you could find out for me, and then maybe I can offer some information in return – but it would have to be strictly off the record, you understand?’

      Rachel and Frankie nodded like obedient children.

      ‘What do you want us to find out?’ asked Rachel, wondering what they could possibly offer up that this detective couldn’t easily find out herself.

      ‘You two are part of this group of women. Just see if any of them heard or saw something that might be of use.’

      ‘We don’t know them that well,’ said Frankie, and Rachel hoped this wouldn’t change DI Harding’s mind.

      ‘Well, get to know them,’ said DI Harding. ‘They are going to open up much more to you than they are to me.’

      Rachel wasn’t so sure this was true. She didn’t want to push DI Harding into telling them anything else, especially as they had nothing to give back yet, but luckily the slight raise of her eyebrow did the trick and DI Harding started talking.

      ‘There were two women. A witness reported seeing another woman last night with blood on her too.’ She paused. ‘Also wearing a sparkly dress.’

      ‘You’re kidding?’ said Rachel.

      ‘Do I look like I’m kidding?’

      ‘How do you know this witness didn’t just see Lisa again?’

      ‘They said they saw them both. At the same time.’

      ‘Who is she?’ asked Frankie. ‘The other woman?’

      ‘Your guess is as good as mine.’

      ‘Gosh,’ said Frankie. She looked upset but rather than comfort her Rachel kept up her hard exterior in front of the DI.

      ‘Well, when they do get back to you with the blood details, it would be great to hear from you.’ Rachel looked directly at DI Harding. ‘And then Frankie will send you her socials.’

      The detective smiled. ‘You’ve got some balls.’

      Rachel raised her eyebrows. ‘Is that a yes?’

      ‘It’s a maybe.’ DI Harding looked over her shoulder. ‘Like I said, this has to be off the record. Plus, you do know that IT will find her socials pretty quickly.’

      ‘We will be quicker.’

      ‘Boss!’ The call came from one of the other officers. ‘Can you come and have a look at this?’

      ‘I need to go,’ said DI Harding. ‘Catch up soon.’

      Rachel nodded. ‘I look forward to hearing from you!’ Then as soon as the detective was out of earshot, she turned to Frankie. ‘I wonder what he’s showing her.’

      ‘Can we move along now please, ladies,’ said another officer.

      ‘C’mon, Rach,’ said Frankie, tugging her arm. ‘We need to go.’

      ‘Coming,’ said Rachel. ‘Weird though, isn’t it? Where the hell is she?’
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      The crime scene made the hairs on Frankie’s arms stand on end. She was glad to get out of there. It brought back unwanted memories, but also there was another feeling too that she couldn’t put her finger on.

      Her skin tingled as she looked at the police tape and the officers going about their business. Her heart thumped. What was this feeling? Was it dread? Was it fear? No, it was adrenaline. She had almost felt excited as she and Rachel arrived in the foyer, but the excitement was immediately replaced by guilt. She shouldn’t be excited about this. Someone might be dead, and Natasha was devastated.

      But was it even a crime scene? And what was the crime?

      Frankie couldn’t shake the feeling that something didn’t add up. How had Lisa just disappeared? Had someone disposed of her? If so, how had they done it in a hotel foyer? There were staff and guests and CCTV. It didn’t seem possible, and yet she was nowhere to be seen. Or had Lisa done something terrible and fled the scene before she was caught? Surely not!

      Frankie did agree with Rachel that Natasha was acting strangely – over-the-top hysterics when no one knew what had happened yet – but that is what Natasha was like; she would be thriving on the drama. Frankie hoped that deep down she did actually care about her cousin.

      Frankie cared. No matter how demanding and overpowering Natasha could be, Frankie still cared about her. And more to the point, she was worried about Lisa. Where was she, and was she in trouble?

      From what Natasha had said, Lisa’s partner might have some questions to answer. Had anyone even told him she was missing? Frankie decided that they should talk to Natasha again, and maybe get his number. However much of an arse he was, he deserved to know. If he didn’t already.

      ‘I think we need to talk to Natasha,’ she said. ‘Do you think she actually went for that lie-down?’

      ‘Probably not,’ said Rachel. ‘She wouldn’t want to miss any drama.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Sure enough, when they got back to the breakfast room, Natasha was still swanning around lapping up the attention, and the others were piling it upon her.

      Frankie let out a sigh that must have been more audible than she had intended because Amy put a hand on her shoulder and said, ‘Oh, Frankie, it’s you I feel sorry for, having to break the news to poor Natasha. So tough that you had to deal with all that, Frankie.’

      Frankie didn’t want sympathy, especially sympathy this fake and forced.

      A somewhat over-emotional Beth, who had been fairly quiet up to now, sniffed back another loud sob. ‘It’s just bloody awful. To think that we were playing bingo with her last night and now… she’ll never get to spend that two hundred quid. What a terrible shame.’ She took out a tissue and blew her nose.

      Frankie frowned. She did just meet her last night, didn’t she? ‘Hopefully she’ll get to spend her winnings. We don’t know that she’s dead. We don’t even know that it was her blood.’

      ‘Oh right, I just thought.’ Beth sniffed again. ‘So, she might be okay?’

      ‘What exactly did the woman in the pink dress look like?’ asked Rachel, out of nowhere. ‘I should have asked DI Harding. We’ll need to talk to her again.’

      ‘I’m sure we’ll talk to her again,’ said Frankie, with raised eyebrows.

      She wondered why Rachel was the first person to properly ask this. Why had Natasha not asked for all the details? Had she assumed the worst or was she play-acting? Did she have something to hide?

      A sudden wail snapped Frankie out of her thoughts. Natasha was still going. Despite the dramatics, Frankie knew that Natasha did have the right to be upset. Lisa was family after all. It was a worrying time. Frankie couldn’t imagine how she must be feeling. Maybe there was some guilt in there, as well as sadness from having invited Lisa here for her birthday, and then this happening.

      It occurred to Frankie that none of them really knew what this was. There was a lot of blood in the foyer, and Lisa was nowhere to be seen, but blood didn’t necessarily mean murder. Perhaps, before they did anything else, they should find out what was actually going on here.

      ‘Natasha is very upset,’ she said softly. ‘This is a lot for her to deal with. Maybe Rachel and I should speak to everyone in turn and find out a bit more about what might have happened?’

      ‘Why, are we all suspects now or something?’ scoffed Trace.

      ‘Not at all. It might just help us paint a picture of where Lisa was last night.’

      ‘We know where she was last night! It’s where she is now that we need to worry about.’ Trace folded her arms and huffed.

      ‘I think it’s a good idea.’ Beth sniffed.

      ‘Is it?’ asked Amy. ‘You do know they’re not actual detectives, don’t you?’

      ‘I do,’ said Beth. ‘But they’re the closest thing we’ve got!’

      Frankie suddenly felt a big responsibility on her shoulders, but she knew the Jam Sandwich Detectives could do this. They could find Lisa, then they would all have something to celebrate. She also knew that to have any hope of finding her they needed to shake off the other hysterical mums, especially Natasha. Talking to them one at a time was definitely the best bet. She had a feeling that they might be more honest if they weren’t in front of their cronies, and honest was what they needed to be. They needed to open up.

      Frankie couldn’t be sure what was going on here, but what she could be certain of was that someone must know something that would help.
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      ‘Why don’t you get some rest?’ suggested Frankie. Natasha had sat down beside her at the breakfast table and was sobbing on her shoulder. ‘You look exhausted.’

      ‘Good idea.’ Rachel had a feeling that Natasha might be the most help, out of the way. And she could tell from Frankie’s face that she would most definitely like Natasha off her shoulder. ‘We’ll talk to everyone; see what they can remember and build up a timeline for last night and this morning, okay?’

      Natasha nodded. ‘I am pretty tired.’ She put her hands either side of her on the seat, steadying herself as she stood up.

      ‘Great,’ said Rachel. ‘Erm, before you go though, do you know what time she came back to the hotel?’

      ‘Nope.’ Natasha shook her head. ‘She was still up when I went to bed.’

      ‘Okay, that is helpful to know.’ Rachel smiled. ‘Can you remember what time you came back?’

      Natasha looked pensive for a moment. ‘I think it was just before midnight. I seem to remember making a lame joke about turning into a pumpkin if I stayed up any longer.’

      ‘Excellent,’ said Rachel. ‘Not the joke. You are right, the joke is terrible, but remembering all that is very helpful. Thank you.’

      ‘Of course.’ Natasha nodded. ‘I am feeling really quite tired so I will go and lie down, just for a while if that’s okay? And do you promise to call me as soon as there is any news, and tell me if you need anything?’

      Rachel nodded. ‘You have my word.’

      Natasha got up and she and Trace made their way out of the breakfast room. Once Natasha was out of earshot, Rachel turned to Frankie. ‘Are we really doing this, again?’

      ‘Playing detective?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Yes! Although it doesn’t feel like playing, does it? This is serious shit! Lisa’s life could be at risk. We need to find her.’

      ‘Well, at least it’s just a missing person this time and not a murder.’ Frankie smiled.

      ‘We hope,’ said Rachel, bringing the mood back down.

      Frankie grimaced. ‘Also, you not being a suspect is a bonus!’ That was Frankie to a T, always looking on the bright side.

      ‘That is a bonus, but give it time, I’m sure I’ll say or do the wrong thing at some point to make myself look guilty.’ Rachel was trying to inject a bit of humour into the worrying situation but actually, deep down, she was worried that she would mess things up again.

      ‘Well, here’s an idea,’ said Frankie, as Rachel waited for some helpful advice. ‘Don’t!’

      Rachel laughed. ‘Wise words.’

      She thought about what Frankie had said. It was just a missing person, but in some ways that gave them even more pressure; Lisa’s life could be in danger. They had to find her before something awful happened. There was a lot of blood in the foyer. It didn’t look good and perhaps their efforts were all too late.

      Rachel really hoped they were looking for a missing person and not a body. She was trying her hardest not to think about all those TV dramas where the serial killer had a type. Blonde women in sparkly dresses, just like Frankie had been wearing last night too.

      She felt a lump in her throat and suddenly came over quite queasy. She was already light-headed, dizzy and nauseous – which was another way of saying hungover – and realised that if she was going to be any use to anyone, she would need some fuel.

      ‘Frankie, I’m going to grab another coffee before we crack on.’

      She walked over to the machine and noticed Amy and Beth having a heated conversation at the side of the breakfast bar. Strange to be arguing at such a worrying time. ‘Everything okay, ladies?’

      ‘Fine,’ snapped Amy.

      It doesn’t seem fine.

      ‘Well, y’know, apart from Lisa being missing and everything,’ Amy added.

      Rachel nodded back at her with one eyebrow raised then filled a mug with hot coffee and rejoined Frankie at the table. She sighed. ‘Is this too big for us?’ She exhaled, slowly as she sat back down. ‘This isn’t someone dying in our little village, at a PTA bake off. This is someone who is missing, potentially last seen covered in blood, in a large city, full of gangs and criminals and God only knows what else. It feels way too big.’

      ‘Let’s just focus on finding her,’ said Frankie. Rachel wondered how she always managed to be so rational and calm. ‘Let’s not think about the blood, and the knife and whatever else might have happened last night to lead to her going missing.’

      ‘We might have to,’ said Rachel. ‘We might need to think about all of that to find her.’

      Frankie sighed. ‘I suppose you’re right.’

      Rachel wondered if she should mention her serial killer with a type theory. She decided not to. Instead she said, ‘Okay, but if we do this – investigate and try to find Lisa – then are you fully with me one hundred per cent?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Frankie. ‘Where shall we start?’

      ‘Well, there’s a question.’ Rachel tapped her top lip. ‘And I think there’s only one place to start.’

      Frankie shrugged and looked around.

      ‘And that is… with second helpings.’

      ‘Good idea,’ said Frankie. ‘I most definitely have not got my money’s worth from the breakfast buffet yet.’

      The two women headed back over to the breakfast buffet. Rachel looked over towards Natasha, who still hadn’t managed to leave. Amy had intercepted her, linked arms with her and was now fussing around her, shooing Trace away as she dithered about whether she should be on her own right now and giving out advice on getting to sleep, and staying asleep. I could do with taking notes, thought Rachel, as I would love to be asleep right now. Beth had followed closely behind, because apparently she does what she’s told and Amy can’t do anything without her.

      Trace was soon back up at the buffet; unfazed by being booted off the babysitting-Natasha duties, not in the slightest bit traumatised by the morning’s activities, and eager to fuel up for whatever lay ahead.

      ‘She seems calm,’ Rachel whispered to Frankie, as she nudged her and tipped her head in Trace’s direction.

      ‘Yeah, she does,’ Frankie nodded. ‘But I guess she didn’t really know Lisa.’

      ‘True,’ said Rachel. ‘But I didn’t really know Lisa either, yet all I can think about is where the hell she is.’

      ‘Let’s have a chat with her then, over breakfast.’

      ‘Good idea,’ winked Rachel. ‘With any luck Tweedle Dee and Tweedle Dum will escort Natasha off soon, so we can talk to Trace alone.’

      ‘Hopefully she’ll open up more if she’s feeling relaxed, with a plate of food in front of her.’ Frankie grinned. ‘Now, let’s fill our plates.’

      ‘And our pockets!’

      ‘As long as DI Harding doesn’t see!’ Frankie laughed.

      Rachel took a deep breath. ‘I think she’s got bigger fish to fry than people pinching apples and croissants from the breakfast buffet!’
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      ‘Well, if Tash says we went to bed before midnight, we went to bed before midnight; the woman doesn’t lie, she says it like it is.’

      Trace wasn’t really sure why she was being so defensive. They just asked her a simple question. She could have easily given a simple answer.

      Rachel sighed. ‘Thanks, Trace, but we are after what you remember about last night, not what Natasha tells you to remember.’

      ‘Natasha hasn’t told me to remember anything.’ There was that defensiveness again. ‘I am just being honest. I have no idea what time we went up to the room. I didn’t look at the clock, but I definitely went up at the same time as Natasha.’

      She felt like she had been ambushed. Beth, Amy and Natasha had all gone back up to their rooms and left Trace here – mid breakfast – being quizzed by the amateur sleuths.

      ‘Okay, thanks, Trace,’ said Frankie. ‘That is very helpful.’

      Trace wondered if they were doing this good cop – bad cop thing on purpose. Frankie smiled at her sweetly, and nodded in all the right places. It didn’t put her at ease. Trace knew that Frankie and Rachel were just mums, playing detective, but their questions were still daunting. She felt like she was under arrest.

      ‘Do we have to do this now?’ Trace asked. ‘I am trying to enjoy my breakfast.’

      Rachel frowned at her. ‘And we are trying to find Lisa, y’know, your roommate’s cousin!’

      ‘Fine,’ said Trace, shovelling another mouthful of bacon and beans into her mouth. ‘Let’s get on with it then.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Rachel, flipping over the page on her notepad.

      Trace rolled her eyes. She couldn’t help but think that this detective duo would be slightly more convincing as super sleuths if they weren’t making notes in a Bluey notebook.

      ‘So, did you talk to Lisa at all throughout the evening?’ Rachel tapped her fluffy pink pen on Bluey’s face.

      ‘Not really.’ Trace shrugged. ‘Chatted to her a bit, y’know, general stuff. I chatted to everyone though so can’t give you a transcript if that’s what you’re after.’

      ‘Not at all.’ Frankie smiled. ‘We just wondered whether you remember her saying anything – however insignificant it might seem – about anything unusual, or any worries or problems.’

      Trace’s eyes flicked from side to side as she racked her brains for anything that might be remotely useful. Eventually, she came up with, ‘We talked about her fella a bit.’

      ‘Oh yes.’ Rachel nodded. ‘What did she have to say about him?’

      ‘Oh, just the usual,’ said Trace.

      ‘Which is?’

      ‘Y’know, that she wishes he was more attentive, that he cared more and that he listened when she spoke. That kinda stuff.’

      ‘That kinda stuff?’ Rachel raised both eyebrows. ‘You mean normal couple stuff?’

      ‘I guess so.’ Trace pursed her lips. ‘Although, I got the feeling Lisa was a bit pissed off with him, and that she wished she hadn’t left things on a sour note before coming away.’

      She saw Rachel and Frankie look at each other and wondered if she’d said too much.

      Rachel opened her mouth to speak, but then seemed to think better of it. There was a pause before she finally did say something. ‘So Lisa opened up to you then?’

      ‘Not really, it was just a passing comment. The kind you make after a few glasses of fizz, without really thinking about who you are saying it to.’

      Rachel’s forehead crinkled up.

      ‘You know what I mean, don’t you? You must do, after all she was doing the same thing to you when I went to bed.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘Talking your ear off. The pair of you looked like you were putting the world to rights. You were deep in conversation; barely looked at me when I said goodnight. I just about got a wave.’

      ‘Oh,’ said Rachel.

      Trace realised from the blank expression on Rachel’s face that she didn’t remember. ‘How much had you had to drink?’ She laughed.

      ‘A lot,’ Frankie answered for her.

      ‘Too much!’ Rachel rubbed her forehead.

      ‘Perhaps you need to be interviewing yourself,’ Trace suggested.

      Rachel shook her head. ‘I barely remember talking to Lisa, let alone about anything important, anything that might help.’

      ‘And I’m not saying that it would help. She could have been talking nonsense. I couldn’t hear her, but she just looked like she was really opening up. You and Beth must have that effect on her?’

      ‘Beth?’

      ‘Yes, that’s who you were sitting with for half the night; Beth and Lisa.’

      ‘Oh right! I really have no recollection of this.’ Rachel looked down at her plate and Trace fully believed that she couldn’t remember very much at all. She’d had many-a-night like that herself, when no matter how hard she racked her brain the following morning, the memory of the night before was just all too hazy.

      This morning, however, was not one of those mornings. Trace could remember last night as clear as day. She was just making up that her memory was fuzzy because she’d been asked to. And, Lisa was a big girl; Trace was sure that she’d be fine. She was also sure that she had her reasons for asking her to be discreet, so discreet is most definitely what she was being. In fact, she had never been so discreet in her entire life.

      ‘Perhaps you should grab a bowl of muesli,’ said Frankie, looking at Rachel. ‘Good for the brain.’

      ‘Yeah, maybe I should.’ Rachel pushed the plate of greasy fried food away from her.

      In Trace’s humble opinion, Rachel didn’t really look like she was with-it enough to even think about investigating a missing person.

      ‘Don’t waste it,’ said Trace, pulling the plate towards her. ‘Can you pass me the ketchup?’ As she tapped the bottom of the upturned bottle with her palm, she looked across to Rachel. She was in a daze. Trace hoped that she hadn’t said the wrong thing and dropped Lisa into any trouble. She hadn’t broken her promise though. She hadn’t let slip the thing that Lisa told her not to tell anyone. She would never do that.

      She wasn’t a gossip!
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      Rachel needed to speak to Beth. What were we talking to Lisa about?

      She made her excuses, and even forwent the muesli, so that she could find Beth’s hotel room. Although it turned out that she didn’t need to, because as she walked out of the breakfast room, Beth emerged from the lifts, dressed fully in Lycra.

      ‘You’ve got to be kidding me,’ she muttered under her breath. Was she really going to have to wheeze her way through another lot of questioning? She was still not over the time she joined Beth and Amy on a run in an attempt to gain some intel.

      ‘You look very spritely,’ she said, as she caught Beth’s eye.

      ‘Oh gosh, I don’t know about that,’ Beth replied, tapping the screen of her smart watch. ‘I just don’t want to wallow in the self-pity of a hangover. Or, y’know, sit there worrying about Lisa.’

      Oh, so she does remember that part!

      ‘Get up and out, that’s what I say!’ Beth was jogging on the spot.

      The thought of jogging made Rachel’s stomach churn. ‘Hmm,’ she said. ‘I’m afraid I love a good wallow!’

      Beth looked at her watch again and Rachel took the hint. It was usually Amy that was the impatient one, but Beth did not look in the mood to chat. ‘I tell you what; I’ll talk to you when you get back. Is that okay?’

      ‘Sure, I’ll only be about twenty minutes. Just a quick one this morning. Clear my head and all that.’

      If only it was that simple! ‘Come and find me when you get back, will you?’

      The question was met with a thumbs-up from Beth, still jogging on the spot. Rachel’s head was about as clear as a bathroom window. The ones with a pattern in the glass so that no one can see you in the buff; no one can see you, but you still feel completely uncomfortable behind them because you know they can make out your rough outline and are probably judging every lump and bump. That’s how Rachel felt. She had a very rough outline of what happened last night and just needed to fill in the lumps and bumps.

      She was a bit lost without Frankie by her side but had a funny feeling she’d be better off doing this bit alone. She was worried about what she had been saying to Beth and Lisa. They both had that friendly, over-familiar vibe going on that made you want to divulge your deepest darkest secrets – or at least it made Rachel want to do that anyway – and if what she had woken up this morning thinking about was anything to go by, she had been telling them way too much.

      There was no time to think about that now though; they needed to find Lisa. So if she couldn’t chat to Beth now, she needed to move on to the next witness. Amy would be a good start. She and Beth were thick as thieves after all, and they shared a room last night so maybe Beth said something to her.

      She waved Beth off through the revolving hotel doors, then glanced over at the area cordoned off by the police. Perhaps she would just wander over and check in with DI Harding before she spoke to Amy, in case there were any major developments that she should be aware of. After all, it was always good to get a full picture of what was happening.

      ‘Rachel, back so soon?’ were the words that DI Harding greeted her with, and Rachel wondered whether she was being a bit of a nuisance.

      ‘Just passing.’ Rachel’s voice caught as she spoke, so she cleared her throat and spoke quietly. ‘I’ve started to chat to everyone and no one has any idea where Lisa could be or what might have happened.’ She nodded towards the cordoned area. ‘What’s all this in aid of?’

      ‘Just gathering some samples; blood, fingerprints, et cetera,’ said DI Harding.

      ‘And the knife?’

      ‘That is being looked at too.’ DI Harding nodded. ‘We are still trying to track down this other woman in the sparkly dress. Let me know if you find anything that could shed any light on that, will you?’

      Rachel nodded. Then she whispered again. ‘You don’t think that there might be a serial killer on the loose, do you? Y’know, one with a type.’

      As soon as she said the words out loud she felt ridiculous. She was getting carried away. Lisa was drunk last night too. She probably wandered out of her hotel room, looking for the loo or something, and ended up in a broom cupboard.

      ‘Well,’ said the detective. ‘There is no indication that this is the work of a serial killer yet, and there are no bodies which is also a good sign, but I will keep you informed if anything crops up related to your friend.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Rachel felt a wave of relief wash over her, not only because DI Harding didn’t think that her theory was correct, but also that she didn’t ridicule it. ‘That is good to know.’ She paused. ‘And likewise, I will let you know if there’s anything that I think might be helpful to you.’

      DI Harding smiled and nodded. ‘Hopefully both your friend and this other lady are just suffering the aftereffects of a bingo bender, and it’s nothing more than that.’

      ‘Fingers crossed.’

      ‘Try not to worry, you are doing all you can,’ said DI Harding. ‘But be careful. If it does turn out to be something more than hungover wanderings, then let me know straight away. Don’t get yourself mixed up in anything dangerous.’

      ‘Of course,’ said Rachel. ‘Thanks, Jess, I mean, DI Harding, sorry.’

      ‘Jess is fine.’ She smiled. ‘You’re not a suspect this time.’

      And that was the biggest relief of all. Rachel still had nightmares about the time she was accused of murder. Jess was right, she needed to keep out of trouble, she couldn’t bear to get herself mixed up in anything like that again. She had the kids to think of after all, and that reminded her, she needed to be back with them tomorrow, so she only had today. She had better get Lisa found and this whole thing wrapped up as soon as possible. If last time taught her anything, it was that being a mum trumped anything else she had going on. Even playing detective.

      Rachel said her goodbyes to DI Harding and turned back towards the lifts so she could go and have a chat with Amy. As she did, Amy exited said lifts. How strange. Do I have a special power where whoever I think about appears out from the lifts? Rachel closed her eyes and thought about Brad Pitt, but sadly it didn’t work that time.

      As Amy walked towards the door, Rachel had a sudden flash of déjà vu. Amy looked just like Beth had done. She wore virtually the same outfit and at first glance it could easily have been Beth.

      ‘Amy,’ she called, and trotted over to her. ‘Where are you off to?’

      ‘Where do you think?’ Amy raised her eyebrows and looked down at her Lycra.

      ‘Okay, I can see you are going for a run, but you just missed Beth.’

      ‘I didn’t miss her, I’m avoiding her.’

      ‘What?’ Rachel was genuinely shocked. Those two were joined at the hip. She couldn’t imagine them having a fallout. Although, now that she thought about it; they weren’t talking to each other a great deal at breakfast until that slightly heated discussion that she had assumed was over burnt toast or something equally as mundane. Very odd. ‘Well, I hope you’re not avoiding me too.’ Rachel laughed. ‘Because I was hoping we could have a quick chat.’

      Amy rolled her eyes.

      She is always so welcoming.

      ‘Fine! But make it quick. I’ve got things to do.’

      What things? Rachel thought, but didn’t ask. What could possibly be more important than finding out where Lisa is? Instead she said, ‘Okay. Let’s get on with it.’
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      Amy tried her hardest to hide how intimidated she felt talking to Rachel, without Beth as backup.

      She needed Beth. Not that she would admit that right now. She always acted like she was in control; like Beth just ran around after her like a lapdog, but without her she was nervous.

      ‘So, if you don’t mind me asking…’ The way that Rachel was looking directly at her was very unnerving. ‘What have you and Beth fallen out about?’

      ‘I do mind you asking, actually.’ Amy folded her arms. Being defensive was her go-to form of protection.

      ‘Okay then, fine, but we might not get very far with this chat if you don’t want me to ask you any questions.’

      ‘You can ask me anything you like,’ said Amy, firmly, and then she mumbled, ‘As long as it’s not about Beth.’

      Rachel let out a slight sigh. ‘Okay, well I’ll do my best.’

      They were sitting in the hotel bar. It was a nice bar considering the cheap and cheerful hotel it was located in. Fairly modern with neutral colours. Nothing too out there. Great for people who just wanted to blend in, like Amy did right now.

      Rachel had bought them both a coffee. Amy felt physically fine after last night’s escapades, but Rachel looked like she needed it, closing her eyes and taking a long sip. Amy was glad that she hadn’t drunk as much as Rachel, and some of the others. There had been a little bit of getting carried away last night to say the least. This was what happened when busy mums were let out on the loose. It was always worse if they were staying over, without the threat of a 6am bouncing on the bed session happening around them.

      ‘What do you make of Lisa’s Instagram post?’ Rachel asked eventually.

      ‘Well, I didn’t see it until this morning. I was asleep unlike most of you drunks.’

      ‘I didn’t ask when you saw it. I asked what you made of it?’

      Rachel was being very pushy all of a sudden, which worried Amy. What does she know?

      Amy sighed. ‘I didn’t really pay a lot of attention to it, could be totally unrelated to her going missing. It was just celebrating her bingo win. We shouldn’t read too much into it.’

      Rachel chewed on her pen. ‘What time did you go up?’ She prodded further.

      ‘Oh I don’t know. Half eleven or something.’

      ‘So, before Natasha?’

      ‘Yes, I remember saying good night to her and asking if she’d enjoyed her birthday.’

      Rachel jotted that down in her notebook. ‘And did Beth go up at the same time?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Amy. ‘We are sharing a room.’

      Rachel nodded and tapped her pen on the table which really irritated Amy. ‘Anyway, back to the Instagram post. You said you saw it this morning.’

      ‘Yes.’ Amy rolled her eyes. ‘Lisa always was a drama queen.’

      ‘Always? Didn’t you just meet her yesterday?’

      ‘I’ve met her before,’ said Amy. ‘This isn’t Natasha’s first birthday, you know!’

      ‘Well it’s the first one I’ve been to, so bear with me,’ said Rachel. ‘So, does she always come to Natasha’s birthdays then?’

      ‘Not always, but she has been out with us a couple of times, meaning that I’ve been in a couple of WhatsApp groups with her and that is a sure-fire way to get to know what someone is really like.’

      Rachel smirked and Amy let her guard down slightly.

      ‘I also follow her on Instagram, plus, Natasha is always banging on about what a diva she is, and before you say it, yes I realise that is ironic coming from her!’

      Rachel smiled. ‘And do you agree?’ Amy was confused. ‘That Lisa is a diva?’

      ‘Not really, I mean definitely no more than Natasha. She just likes nice things, likes to show off about the nice things and is generally a bit of a pain.’ She paused. ‘So, I suppose she does have some diva qualities. And like I said, the drama is good for the grid.’

      ‘The grid?’ Was Rachel living under a rock?

      ‘Her Instagram grid!’

      ‘Oh right!’ Rachel didn’t say anything else, she just scribbled away in her Bluey notebook, so Amy assumed that meant she wanted her to keep talking.

      ‘There has always been a bit of friendly competition between Natasha and Lisa.’

      ‘I’m listening.’ Rachel leaned forward in her chair.

      ‘Nothing major.’ Amy suddenly regretted saying anything. ‘Just that, well, when Natasha’s Instagram took off, Lisa upped her game on her page and it seemed like she was trying to outdo her a lot of the time.’

      Rachel chewed her bottom lip for a second. ‘So, just going back to the Instagram post from last night once more.’ Amy rolled her eyes. ‘What do you think she meant by Unlucky for Some?’

      ‘I have no idea,’ said Amy. ‘I mean, she’d just won on the bingo, with number thirteen!’

      ‘Exactly,’ said Rachel. ‘That’s why it’s so odd. It wasn’t unlucky… she had won!’

      There was a brief silence while Amy thought about what that could mean. She watched Rachel as the cogs slowly turned in her head too.

      ‘Did she know something was going to happen to her?’ Rachel said eventually.

      ‘Happen to her?’ Amy was taken aback by this suggestion. ‘You don’t think…’ She couldn’t quite bring herself to finish the sentence.

      ‘Well, she’s disappeared,’ said Rachel, bluntly. ‘So something has gone on.’

      Amy sighed. ‘Oh gosh, I know! But the blood and the knife might not be related. I’ve been trying to let myself believe that there was a simple explanation, like she’d ended up in a different hotel room with someone else and was too embarrassed to do the walk of shame down to breakfast, so was staying put.’

      ‘Would that be a simple explanation?’ asked Rachel.

      Amy shrugged. ‘No, I guess not. And not a likely one either. She seems devoted to Dale, but I just wanted to believe it rather than the alternative.’

      ‘Well, it is a possibility I suppose,’ said Rachel, and Amy really hoped that it was. ‘I guess everyone is just being too polite to suggest it as an explanation, but in the current circumstances it is probably the preferred one.’

      ‘Maybe that’s what she means by unlucky for some, maybe her catch of the day wasn’t such a catch after all.’

      ‘Would she really post about a one-night stand on Instagram? Even cryptically? She’s a married woman!’

      Good point, thought Amy. ‘Well, she has a partner. I don’t think her and Dale are married.’ She realised that this made little difference in the grand scheme of things. Surely Lisa wouldn’t post about cheating on her partner, married or otherwise. And her partner, by all accounts was not someone to engage in banter or have a silly joke with. It wouldn’t be worth it. ‘But you’re right, why would she post about something like that?’

      ‘Something is not right.’

      ‘I know.’ The more Amy thought about it, the more she agreed. ‘Now you’ve got me worried. I guess that’s why you’re the detective and I’m not!’

      ‘You do know that I’m not an actual detective, right?’ asked Rachel, which made Amy laugh.

      ‘Yeah, right!’

      ‘I don’t go looking for this chaos. It just finds me! Last time I was defending my innocence and this time I am trying to find a friend’s missing cousin.’

      Rachel folded her arms and Amy stopped laughing as it hit her for the first time what Rachel had been through. The murder at the PTA Bake Off had turned into school-run gossip, and the suspect turned detective mum was a source of great amusement for the other parents, but for one mum it hadn’t been funny at all. For Rachel it had been a nightmare.

      Amy suddenly felt bad for being slightly snotty with her on more than one occasion, and even a little dismissive of the whole investigation. She couldn’t imagine having to go through all of that and prove your innocence, whilst also being a mum.

      Amy could barely keep her mumlife in order as it was without having that extra stress. The thought of it made her desperate to get out in the fresh air and on her run. That was her way of dealing with life’s stresses. Sweat them out. One thing she now knew was that she had to help Rachel as much as she could this time around. She owed it to her. ‘But you are good at it,’ said Amy, with her most sincere smile. ‘And I know that you will find Lisa. We’re all behind you.’

      ‘Thanks, Amy. I appreciate that.’ Rachel smiled and Amy felt a little bit better about herself. ‘So, did you talk to her at all last night? Lisa, I mean?’

      Amy thought for a moment. ‘No, not really.’

      Rachel sighed and Amy realised that perhaps she wasn’t going to be much help after all.

      ‘Are you sure there is nothing you want to tell us about Beth?’ asked Rachel.

      Amy sighed. Rachel knew something wasn’t right and she didn’t know how much longer she could cover it up. ‘I think you should talk to her.’

      ‘You can’t tell me any–’

      ‘No,’ said Amy. ‘It is not my place. Listen, I need to get out in the fresh air and clear my head.’ She stood up and started some pre-run stretching. ‘Do you want to come?’

      She gave Rachel her friendliest smile, but Rachel’s response was, ‘Absolutely not!’
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      Rachel was pleasantly surprised by Amy’s support and thoughtfulness in inviting her out for some fresh air.

      She couldn’t think of anything worse, but still, it was nice to feel included.

      Rachel wasn’t used to feeling supported by the other mums. With the exception of Frankie, of course. If she did manage to find Lisa, safe and well, then maybe she’d be promoted to permanent Yummy Mummy status. The thought made her laugh and she received some awkward side glances from a few nearby people, who obviously weren’t used to seeing a forty-something woman standing on her own laughing. They should spend some time on the school playground; there, if you are not laughing about the constant change to the PE kit schedule, you’ll be crying.

      She watched Amy jog out of the revolving doors and hoped that she hadn’t seen her quietly chuckling to herself. She took a deep breath and decided she had better head back to the breakfast room. Frankie would be wondering where she had got to. But as she turned, Frankie was running towards her. She arrived puffing and panting, and Rachel was about to suggest that she join Amy or Beth on their runs, when Frankie blurted out, ‘Have you seen this?’ and waved her phone around in front of Rachel’s face.

      ‘What, your phone? Yes, I have seen it one or two times before.’

      ‘Now is not the time for sarcasm, Rachel.’ Frankie using her full name must mean that this was important. ‘It’s going viral!’

      ‘What is?’

      ‘Lisa’s disappearance,’ Frankie wheezed. ‘Someone shared a post saying that she’s missing and that they are thinking of her family and, well, now everyone’s commenting and sharing their theories, and–’

      ‘What do you mean everyone?’ Rachel was confused. Does she mean the other mums, or does she mean… everyone?

      ‘The post has had over two hundred comments, and Lisa’s post, the unlucky for some thing, has had like, four thousand likes. Which is a lot by the way, I mean she normally gets like, fifty.’

      ‘Wow!’ Rachel wasn’t entirely sure what she was saying wow to; the two hundred comments, the four thousand likes, or the fact that Frankie suddenly knew so much about Lisa’s Instagram. ‘I didn’t realise that you followed her social media!’

      ‘I don’t. I mean, I didn’t. But I do now.’ Rachel widened her eyes and Frankie suddenly became defensive. ‘It’s called investigating! I thought that’s what you wanted me to do.’

      ‘Absolutely, I’m not complaining. This is all helpful stuff.’

      Frankie raised her eyebrows.

      ‘It is!’ Rachel realised that her comment might have sounded patronising and she hadn’t meant it to. ‘I mean, I guess it is a bit strange. Who is it that has shared the post?’

      ‘I don’t know, Mum-Fan-four-five-six or something like that.’

      ‘So, no one that we know?’

      ‘I don’t think so. I think it’s just a random follower, y’know, like a fan.’

      ‘Wow!’ There was that word again. Rachel was surprised to hear that Lisa had fans, not because she didn’t deserve to have fans, but fans… really? Film stars had fans, pop stars had fans, footballers did, even YouTubers did, but random mums who post stuff about clothes and being a mum, did they have fans? They must do.

      ‘It was Trace that noticed it. She started talking about Lisa’s post from last night, so we had another look and there were suddenly loads of comments on it. A few of them had tagged this Mum-Fan person, so we clicked on her and that’s when we saw the post.’

      ‘Okay.’ Rachel thought for a moment. ‘So, did Trace already follow her, do you know?’

      ‘Lisa? Yeah, I think so. I think most of the Yummy Mummies do. Some of them have met her before and I guess they are being supportive of their friend’s cousin.’

      ‘That or they are actually riveted by her content?’ said Rachel, trying her hardest not to sound sarcastic but failing miserably. ‘What does she even post about?’

      ‘Um…’ Rachel decided that the fact Frankie had to think about her answer spoke volumes. ‘Bits and bobs. Same sort of thing as Natasha really, but almost like a budget version.’

      ‘Ouch!’ Rachel laughed. ‘Burned!’

      ‘I didn’t mean that to sound so horrible.’ Frankie’s cheeks turned a bright shade of pink and Rachel felt glad that it wasn’t her saying the wrong thing for once. ‘I am just being honest.’

      ‘And that’s what we need!’ Rachel nodded and as she did, a light bulb flicked on in her brain. ‘So, how did her followers know she was missing?’

      Frankie shrugged. ‘That is what I can’t get to the bottom of.’ She paused, looking deep in thought. ‘You don’t think one of them is following her, do you? As in literally following her… not just following her account.’

      ‘I don’t know what to think.’ The world of social media, followers and likes, was completely alien to Rachel. Yes, she had an Instagram account but she only posted the odd picture of her kids at the park, or a sunset, or a glass of fizz on the rare occasion she got to enjoy one in peace. The thought of having to post every day and keep up a certain image was just completely not her, and she had a strange mix of respect and contempt for those that did. ‘You can send a private message to someone on Instagram, right?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Frankie. ‘What are you thinking?’

      Rachel wasn’t actually sure; the thought hadn’t quite fully formed in her head yet.

      Frankie leaned forward. ‘Are you thinking we should PM Lisa?’ Her eyes widened. ‘But she hasn’t answered any of our calls or texts, so why would she answer a PM?’

      ‘She probably wouldn’t, but that is not what I’m thinking. I’m thinking that we PM Mum-Fan-Forty-Whatsit!’ Rachel bit her lip and waited for Frankie’s reaction.

      ‘No!’

      ‘No?’ I knew it was a bad idea.

      ‘And by no I mean yes… that’s a brilliant idea!’

      Rachel beamed. ‘Is it?’ Okay, that was a better response than she was hoping for. Maybe it was a brilliant idea. Rachel doubted that it would take them any closer to finding Lisa, but it might tell them more about her mega-fans; whether any of them had any worrying stalker-like qualities and, more importantly, whether they should be concerned in any way.

      ‘Are you going to message her, or am I?’ asked Frankie with wide eyes.

      ‘It should come from someone cool, who fits in with the fan-vibe. Someone who comes across like a genuine follower, not some old fart trying to seem young and hip.’

      ‘Rach,’ said Frankie, with a concerned expression on her face. ‘I don’t think anyone says young and hip anymore.’

      And then they both spoke at the exact same time.

      Rachel said, ‘You’d better do it!’ just as Frankie said, ‘Leave it to me!’
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      Frankie read back the message that she had just typed to @MumFan456.

      
        
          
            
              
        Hey! Saw your post about @LuckyLisasLooks. Do you know any more about what has happened? We are worried sick. from a Lisa fan x

      

      

      

      

      

      They both stared at the phone, neither of them taking their eyes off it for a second, and Frankie asked, ‘What do we do now?’

      ‘We wait,’ said Rachel.

      ‘And what do we do while we wait?’ Frankie looked around the breakfast bar that they had returned to on the hunt for free coffee. According to Rachel the coffee in the main bar had cost a fortune, and funds were running low after last night’s exertions.

      Frankie had suggested wandering back to see if the pot of coffee was still loitering on the breakfast buffet. They were in luck, and as she poured she noticed some bread and a basket containing little pots of jam still out on the side. She placed two mugs of not-as-fresh-as-it-once-was coffee on the table in front of Rachel, and went back for a stash of bread and jam. As she produced them with a little bit of ta-dah energy, she asked, ‘Are you thinking what I’m thinking?’ Knowing full well that as soon as Rachel saw what was in front of her, she would be.

      ‘Jam sandwiches!’ Rachel beamed. ‘What a brilliant idea. They will help us get our brains into gear.’

      ‘And kill a bit of time while we wait for…’ PING! Turns out they didn’t have to wait long.

      ‘Is it her?’ asked Rachel, and Frankie gave a slow nod as she read the reply.

      
        
          
            
              
        @MumFan456: No one has seen her since last night. We are all so worried.

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘What shall I say?’ asked Frankie, but she was already typing.

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: How do you even know she is missing? I haven’t seen anything other than your post about it. It hasn’t been on the news.

      

      

      

      

      

      She worried that her message made it too obvious that she was digging, so she added:

      
        
          
            
              
        You are such a loyal follower! x

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘Suck up!’ said Rachel, looking over her shoulder.

      ‘We are trying to get information out of her,’ said Frankie. ‘If sucking up is what it takes, then that is what we must do!’

      ‘You must do, you mean. I am not down-with-the-kids enough to understand any of this social media stuff.’

      Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘You do know that you’re not that much older than me?’

      ‘Oh, but I feel old, Frankie… and that is what counts!’

      They both laughed.

      ‘Anyway, don’t distract me.’ Frankie swiped down on her screen, trying to hurry the reply along. Eventually it came.

      
        
          
            
              
        @MumFan456: Just a hunch.

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘A hunch?’ Frankie said out loud. ‘I have a feeling there is something Mum-Fan isn’t telling us!’

      ‘Like what?’

      ‘Well, that is a good question.’

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: A hunch based on what?

      

      

      

      

      

      Frankie hoped that she sounded like a fellow fan and not like she was probing.

      
        
          
            
              
        @MumFan456: I just got a vibe. Did you see her last post? #unluckyforsome

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: Yeah, but surely that’s not enough to know that she has gone AWOL. Aren’t you worried that you’ve told all her followers that she’s missing, based on a hunch?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: What exactly are you accusing me of?

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘You should ease off, Frankie,’ said Rachel, who was peering over her shoulder. ‘We don’t want to get on the wrong side of Lisa’s followers, and if they find out we’re investigating, they’ll be posting it all over the shop before you can say Boozy Bingo!’

      Frankie nodded, but didn’t look up as she typed.

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: Oh gosh, nothing at all. I’m just worried like you are, but she only posted last night, she can’t have gone far.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: She always posts on a Saturday morning, and she hasn’t, so something must be up. You would know that if you were a real fan.

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘What a bitch,’ Frankie said out loud.

      ‘Don’t take it so personally. You are only pretending to be a fan, Frankie.’

      ‘I know, but she doesn’t have to be so bloody rude about it.’ She jabbed at the screen with angry fingers.

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: And if you were a real fan you’d know that she had a heavy night last night and maybe she’s just sleeping it off.

      

      

      

      

      

      Frankie was testing her. She had been to Lisa’s room so knew she wasn’t asleep. Unless she was asleep somewhere else. @MumFan456 didn’t reply.

      ‘That’s shut her up!’

      ‘Doesn’t look like we’re going to get anything useful out of her then.’

      ‘What are you talking about?’ Frankie asked. ‘We already have!’

      There was confusion in Rachel’s expression.

      ‘MumFan says that Lisa always posts on a Saturday morning.’ Frankie scrolled through the posts on Lisa’s Instagram grid. ‘And she’s right, she does, like absolute clockwork. Hashtag Sleepy Saturday, hashtag Sporty Saturday, hashtag Sunny Saturday. Every, single, week. You know what that means, don’t you?’

      ‘That she has too much time on her hands?’

      Frankie ignored the sarcasm. ‘It means that something must have happened to her. She posts every single Saturday by 10am without fail and today, after her hashtag unlucky for some post, she hasn’t. Something is wrong. I think we need to tell Natasha.’

      Rachel nodded. ‘Wait, has anyone actually told Lisa’s partner?’

      Frankie shook her head. ‘I think Tash was hoping, like we all were, that she had just wandered off and would reappear.’

      ‘Wandered off; covered in blood?’ said Rachel.

      Frankie looked at the clock in the corner of her phone screen. ‘It’s lunchtime already and she hasn’t reappeared yet.’

      ‘I think we should tell DI Harding too, about her not posting.’ Even Rachel looked worried.

      Frankie took a deep breath, hoping it would clear her head to think, but then her phone pinged again.

      
        
          
            
              
        @MumFan456: I doubt she’s sleeping with police snooping around the hotel she’s at. They must have banged on her door by now!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: How do you know there are police at her hotel? How do you know what hotel she is staying at?

      

      

      

      

      

      Nothing.

      ‘Shit!’ Frankie showed the screen to Rachel.

      ‘How the hell does she know all that?’

      ‘No idea!’ Frankie looked back down at her phone screen. ‘She says that she’s worried about Lisa, but maybe we should be worried about her! She seems to know an awful lot about a woman she follows on Instagram!’

      ‘And if she knows all this stuff, then it won’t be long before she posts it all and I have a feeling that the whole world knowing might not help our subtle investigation.’

      ‘That is very true.’ Frankie let out a slow breath.

      ‘We need to speak to Natasha now,’ said Rachel. ‘Lisa’s partner can’t find out about this via Instagram, however much of a dick he is. And she has a kid we need to think about.’

      ‘We’d better wake her up.’
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      ‘I thought you were asleep,’ said Rachel, as Natasha opened her hotel room door in newly applied make-up and her hair in rollers.

      ‘No time for sleeping,’ she said, ushering them in. ‘The news has broken so I need to do a post about it or I’ll look like the heartless cousin, but I can’t do one looking like I did when you last saw me.’

      Of course; the news of your missing cousin breaks and the first thing you must do is fix your hair and make-up. Rachel sometimes wished that how she looked was her only worry, but she had enough going on in her brain without focusing on her appearance. She liked to look nice when she had the time – which wasn’t very often – but it was never a priority, and being a mum was always about prioritising.

      ‘We need to tell you something,’ said Frankie. Rachel could always rely on Frankie to bring things back on topic and get back to the reason they had come up to Natasha’s room in the first place. ‘The woman who posted on Instagram knows that there are police here and, more to the point, she knows that Lisa was staying here.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Natasha, not looking at Frankie, but focusing firmly on the mirror as she started to remove her rollers.

      ‘Doesn’t that worry you?’

      ‘Oh, you get used to it, darling. People online can be intense.’ A cloud of hairspray nearly choked Rachel, as Natasha continued her beauty regime unfazed.

      ‘She also made us aware that Lisa always posts on Instagram on a Saturday morning.’

      Natasha didn’t flinch.

      ‘She didn’t post this morning,’ said Rachel, making sure that Natasha understood what they were telling her.

      ‘What has that got to do with anything?’

      ‘We’re just worried,’ Frankie said softly. ‘That if she didn’t post it was because she couldn’t post.’

      ‘We think it confirms she’s in trouble.’ Rachel couldn’t dance around what they were trying to tell her any longer. ‘Don’t you? Aren’t you worried?’

      Natasha took a deep breath and then carried on applying her lipstick. ‘I know she’s in trouble.’ She smacked her lips together. ‘But you two are going to find her, aren’t you?’

      ‘We are.’ Frankie smiled. ‘We are concerned about this woman on Instagram though. Like, how did she know where Lisa was staying?’

      ‘It has made the news, you know.’ Natasha sounded almost proud that her cousin’s disappearance was newsworthy.

      ‘We do know, but we think this woman’s post came first.’

      Natasha paused for a second and continued to stare straight ahead into the mirror. ‘Well, that doesn’t change anything,’ she said, turning to Frankie. ‘Lisa is still missing.’

      Rachel jumped in. ‘We are worried that this woman has been following Lisa, and I don’t mean in the social media way, I mean in a creepy way. We are worried she’s a stalker.’

      Natasha froze, then turned to face Rachel, still holding a roller and a half-uncurled strand of hair. ‘A stalker?’

      Rachel couldn’t tell whether Natasha’s tone was disbelief or worry. ‘How else would she have known where she was staying?’

      ‘Did she tag her location on her Instagram post?’ asked Natasha, and Rachel looked at Frankie.

      ‘Maybe,’ said Frankie, scrolling through her phone. ‘But even if she did, to know she was missing so early is still pretty weird, isn’t it? It was as if she was already in the building!’

      ‘Well,’ Natasha puffed out some air, ‘as I said, some followers can be pretty intense. It comes with the territory.’

      Rachel wondered whether Natasha was speaking from experience, or pretending to. She somehow doubted that intense followers were that common at Natasha’s level of influencing. Although, what did she know? She was just a mum, who sometimes scrolled through Instagram, and even more rarely posted a picture with a carefully thought-out caption and a pointless hashtag underneath.

      ‘Natasha,’ Rachel said gently, trying to refrain from sending her into panic mode. ‘Do you know of any intense followers that Lisa might have and that we should know about?’

      The colour drained from Natasha’s face. ‘I don’t think so.’ She spoke more quietly than Rachel had ever heard her before. ‘Although there is this woman that follows me and, now follows Lisa too. She sends us both messages like she’s our best friend and gets really quite aggressive if we don’t reply.’

      ‘Wow!’ said Frankie. ‘People can be odd, can’t they?’

      ‘It’s like that because it’s social media, the normal boundaries of what is okay to say to people goes out of the window.’

      She wasn’t very social media savvy, but Rachel had seen the things that people say openly to, and about, celebrities and influencers, so she could only imagine the types of messages that would creep into people’s DMs. It’s like people forget how to behave, and like they don’t realise that the people behind these accounts are real people.

      ‘What kind of things do they say to you, Natasha?’ Rachel asked.

      ‘Oh you know, that I am too old to wear something, or too ugly, or too fat or too thin…’

      Rachel couldn’t believe what she was hearing. Natasha was stunning. How could people be so cruel? Especially when it was clearly untrue.

      ‘And how do you deal with that?’ She had always thought Natasha was so full of herself and a bit of an all-round show-off, but maybe it was just a front. Maybe she had to build up that over-confidence to protect herself.

      ‘I just brush it off and carry on.’ She took a deep breath. ‘It’s fine,’ her voice caught slightly. ‘The good comments usually outweigh the bad ones.’

      Even so, what an awful lot to deal with. A lot that had never even crossed Rachel’s mind before. She just saw a sassy, confident, gorgeous woman, but now she was getting a glimpse of what was underneath.

      ‘I’m so sorry you have to deal with that, Natasha.’ It was probably the most sincere thing Rachel had ever said to her.

      ‘It’s fine. It comes with the job. If you put yourself out there on social media, then you have to take the bad with the good in return.’

      Rachel’s mind wandered to Lisa. Has she been putting up with the bad? Has someone been harassing her? Was that someone the same someone who has taken her? Or have they upset her so much it had… No. She stopped that train of thought, but the obsessed follower was something they should look into.

      ‘I think we need to get into Lisa’s phone somehow. Check her messages. What if someone, maybe the woman you mentioned, has been harassing her in her DMs and has now come to find her?’

      Frankie’s jaw dropped and Natasha went as white as a sheet.

      ‘But we don’t have her phone,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Do we need her phone?’ Rachel wondered out loud. ‘If she is as big an influencer as she makes out then surely she has someone helping her with her socials. Surely someone else can log in to her Instagram account from any device?’ She looked at Natasha. ‘Do you do all of yours yourself?’

      Natasha blushed. ‘Well, yes I do actually. How famous do you think I am?’

      ‘Doesn’t even James know your password?’

      ‘Well, yes he does, but it’s just for emergencies. He never logs in or posts anything.’

      Rachel raised one eyebrow. ‘What kind of emergency requires your Instagram password?’

      ‘Well, y’know, if I fall off a cliff or get given a week to live, my followers would want to know.’

      Rachel laughed, then stopped abruptly as she realised that Natasha was being deadly serious. ‘Shit! Are you for real?’

      ‘Absolutely!’

      ‘Tash,’ said Frankie. ‘If you did fall off a cliff or get given days to live – God forbid – I am sure that James would be too devastated to even think about posting online.’

      ‘He’d better bloody not be! I’ve already given him the photo I want him to use and written the post. He will just need to tweak the details.’

      She is serious! ‘You are serious?’

      ‘One hundred per cent!’

      ‘Hang on,’ said Frankie. ‘Maybe Lisa has done the same thing. Maybe her partner has the login for her Instagram and he’d let us have a look?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Rachel, relieved that Frankie was on the same wavelength as her.

      ‘She’d be bonkers to let him have anything to do with her Instagram page,’ said Natasha.

      ‘Maybe he doesn’t give her the choice,’ said Frankie, and a moment of silence followed.

      ‘We need to give him a call,’ said Rachel, eventually. ‘I assume you have his number, Tash? Have you even told him what’s happening?’

      ‘No!’ Natasha shook her head.

      ‘No, you haven’t told him or no, you don’t have his number?’

      ‘No way are we involving Dale!’

      Rachel looked to Frankie, who had her eyebrows raised, and then back to Natasha.

      ‘He is bad news!’
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      Natasha had been wary of Dale since Lisa had started going out with him.

      He was smarmy; the master of fake pleasantries, and Natasha had never really understood what Lisa saw in him. She recognised his confidence as bolshiness, his charm as insincerity and his humour as downright rudeness, but Lisa seemed to lap it all up. You couldn’t even say, Oh but he’s good looking, or rich, or charismatic because he wasn’t any of those things, and Lisa’s devotion baffled Natasha, who would often find creative excuses not to talk to him at family gatherings.

      It wasn’t like Natasha hadn’t tried. She had. She had always tried really hard to put her dislike for Dale out of her mind. After all, her cousin seemed to adore him and hang off his every word. Everyone has different tastes, she would tell herself. And although she didn’t understand why Lisa’s taste was Dale, she would always smile and be positive about the new man in her cousin’s life.

      Lately though, feigning positivity had become more and more difficult.

      Lisa seemed to be a shadow of her former outgoing self. She had always been so bubbly, but recently Natasha felt as though some of those bubbles had popped or deflated a little, leaving Lisa withdrawn and uneasy.

      Last night at the bingo, was the first time in ages that Natasha had seen a glimpse of the old Lisa. She had been so thrilled to see her back out of her shell, having fun and laughing with Natasha’s mum friends.

      Back when Lisa was with Ian, Daisy’s father, she was always more herself. Natasha often wondered whether having so much time apart from Daisy was the reason her cousin often seemed down but she had never asked.

      They were close, but not close enough for Natasha to feel comfortable initiating that kind of conversation. Plus, she hadn’t wanted to make Lisa feel uncomfortable, or like a failure. She had never wanted to make her cousin feel like having the perfect two-point-four picture-perfect family was the only measure of her worth, and somehow by asking, she felt like she was setting a bar.

      Lisa had always been so great with Natasha’s boys: Archie, Amos and Freddie. She was like an auntie to them, treating them, playing with them and always taking an interest in how they were doing and what they were up to. Natasha would be eternally grateful for that. I should have shown it more, she thought.

      She rubbed her face with both hands. I am thinking like Lisa is dead! She needed to snap herself out of that train of thought. She didn’t need to worry about what she should or shouldn’t have done or said to Lisa. Lisa was fine. She would turn up before they knew it, having gone for a stroll and lost track of time. She would laugh about the man hunt – or woman hunt – on the lookout for her and ever so slightly relish all the attention when she returned. Natasha would throw her arms around her and tell her how much she loved and appreciated her. Although I hope that she already knows that.

      Everything was going to be fine.

      ‘What exactly do you mean by bad news?’ asked Rachel, as Natasha came around from her daze and remembered that they were talking about Dale. ‘Should we be worried?’

      ‘Yes, no, I mean, I don’t know.’ And she didn’t. Her feelings towards Dale were just that; feelings. She had no proof that he was actually doing anything wrong. Natasha didn’t know what to do, or what to think. She took a deep breath and composed herself. ‘Maybe I should call Dale, just to see what his reaction is. Then we can go from there.’

      Rachel and Frankie looked at each other and then back at her. They nodded and Natasha picked up her phone to dial.

      ‘That’s strange,’ she said, scrolling through her contacts. ‘I was sure I had his number. I’ve called him before when I’ve been trying to get hold of Lisa.’

      ‘Why?’ Frankie’s nose pricked up. ‘Has she gone missing before?’

      ‘No, no nothing like this.’ Natasha wafted her hand, trying to wave away what she had just said. ‘She can sometimes just take a while to reply to messages or return phone calls, that’s all.’

      ‘Well, we are all guilty of that,’ said Rachel. ‘I swear I’d hire a PA… If I could afford one.’

      Frankie frowned. ‘And, just to be clear, if he can’t get hold of her straight away, Dale phones around her friends and family until he finds her.’

      ‘I think he just wants to check that she’s okay.’

      ‘Or check up on her,’ muttered Frankie, under her breath.

      ‘Anyway,’ Natasha tucked her hair behind her ear. ‘I don’t have his number.’ She frowned and tried to think whether she had it written down at home, or would her husband have it? ‘I’ll message James.’

      ‘Good idea.’ Frankie nodded.

      As Natasha tapped out a message to her husband, she couldn’t believe that this was what her birthday weekend had turned into. They were supposed to be brunching right about now, not tracking down her AWOL cousin. For a very brief moment, annoyance at Lisa overtook her worry, so she said out loud, ‘I do hope she’s okay,’ just to prove to herself, and anyone in earshot, that she was in fact extremely concerned.

      She wafted her phone around, hoping that it would make a reply come quicker. ‘I’ve got really bad signal,’ she said, when she noticed Rachel and Frankie giving her a funny look.

      After what felt like hours, but was actually only about five minutes, James replied with Dale’s number.

      ‘He hasn’t even asked why I want it,’ said Natasha.

      ‘That’s a good thing, isn’t it?’ said Rachel. ‘We don’t want to cause any unnecessary worry.’

      Natasha raised one eyebrow. ‘I don’t think you need to worry about that where James is concerned; he wouldn’t be worried if I told him she was currently being held over the edge of a top floor balcony by her ankles.’

      Rachel smiled. ‘Still, we want to keep it as on the down-low as possible. Don’t want it plastered on social media any more than it already is.’

      ‘Again, James is not an issue there either. He thinks that tweets and tiktoks are sounds made by birds and clocks!’

      She watched Frankie’s face as the cogs turned inside her head. ‘Oh yeah,’ she said, after a few seconds. ‘Maybe that’s where they got the names from!’

      Natasha looked wide-eyed from Frankie to Rachel, who laughed and said, ‘You are far too young to be hanging out with us old farts, Frankie!’

      ‘Speak for yourself, Rachel!’ Natasha dialled the number and Frankie joined in the laughter when Natasha started wafting her phone again.

      ‘It won’t connect!’ she moaned.

      ‘Try my phone, Grandma!’ said Frankie, winking as she handed her phone over to Natasha.

      Natasha could hardly believe Frankie’s cheek but rather than rise to it she played along with the joke that it hopefully was. ‘Excuse me, young lady. That is no way to talk to the birthday girl.’

      They all laughed, and for a moment Natasha forgot the enormity of what was happening. Or is it nothing? Were they all just hungover and anxious about something that was just a woman going off for a solo wander, or sneaking off into the room of a stranger for a night of drunken fumbling. Do I really want to plant that seed in Dale’s head?

      ‘Hello?’ It was too late. Dale had answered the phone. She put it on speaker so that Frankie and Rachel could hear too.

      ‘Dale, hi it’s Tash.’ She paused, wondering whether he might remember that they were on her birthday trip and wish her many happy returns.

      Nothing.

      ‘Natasha! How are you? How can I help?’ She was glad that he couldn’t see her eye roll through the phone.

      ‘We were just wondering if you had heard from Lisa?’

      ‘I thought she was with you.’

      ‘She was but, well, we haven’t seen her this morning, that’s all.’

      ‘Well that’s odd. Could she still be in bed?’

      The line was crackly and Natasha couldn’t quite work out whether he was being sincere and actually worried, or whether he was playing along to get her off the phone. She raised her eyebrows at the others who were listening in.

      ‘She’s not in bed, Dale. Some of the other ladies went to her room. She wasn’t there.’

      ‘Well, perhaps she went out for a walk?’

      Natasha could sense Dale getting slightly worried now. Although deep down she’d known this would be Dale’s reaction – she was used to his fake pleasantries – a small part of her had hoped he might tell her to get lost so that she could tell him where to shove it.

      ‘Maybe,’ said Natasha softly.

      ‘What can I do?’ said Dale on the other end of the crackly line. ‘Gosh! What a worry. Tell you what I’ll stay by my phone and you can let me know when you find her. I am at home if she comes back.’

      Natasha let out a puff of air. His worry didn’t seem genuine at all which annoyed her at first, but eventually it comforted her a little. Dale was not worried, so maybe she shouldn’t be worried. Maybe everything was going to be just fine. Maybe Lisa would come strolling into the room at any moment, asking what the drama in the foyer was and whether everyone had already eaten breakfast. And Natasha would shout at her as if she was her mother, and ask where the hell she had been, before throwing her arms around her and squeezing her like when they were younger.

      But she waited a beat and there was still no sign of her.

      ‘Dale, are you still there?’

      ‘Yes,’ he said. ‘Do call me when you find her, won’t you, and give her a squeeze from me. I wish I could pop over and help but someone must stay here.’

      ‘Are you not worried about her?’

      ‘Oh I am, of course I am, but Lisa is a big girl.’ Natasha didn’t like the way he emphasised the word big. ‘She will turn up, and when she does, make sure she calls me.’

      The line went dead.

      ‘Ugh,’ said Natasha.

      ‘He didn’t seem too bad,’ said Rachel.

      ‘Oh he can turn on the charm all right,’ said Natasha. She hoped that she hadn’t got Lisa into trouble. Was Dale the jealous type? Will he now be suspicious? What if he takes it out on Lisa? But Natasha only had the mental capacity to deal with one crisis at a time. She needed to focus on Lisa. Where is she? ‘But he’s bloody awful,’ Natasha continued. ‘Which is why she needs her girls. Do you think we’re going to be able to find her, ladies?’

      ‘Of course,’ said Rachel. ‘No doubt about it.’

      Frankie tapped her chin. ‘Strange that he wouldn’t rush straight over. Especially after all the phone calls last night that I assumed were from him.’

      Natasha nodded. She really hoped that Rachel was right and that they would find Lisa soon. After all, they had dinner reservations in a few hours’ time.
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      Rachel hoped that if she ever went missing, Phil would be a bit more pro-active than Dale.

      He had been concerned about her, but his approach had been so laid-back he was horizontal. Does that make him a suspect? Particularly as Frankie seemed to think he was hounding Lisa with calls yesterday.

      Why isn’t he dashing straight over to help find her? Maybe he was just refusing to let himself believe that she was in danger.

      That must be it. He was far too charming to be anyone to worry about. In fact Rachel couldn’t work out why Natasha had such beef with him. She was probably jealous that he paid Lisa so much attention. Her husband, James, had taken forever to reply to her message earlier. Far less attentive than Dale had been. Rachel had seen Lisa tapping replies to him throughout the evening.

      ‘He seems all right,’ said Rachel.

      Natasha sighed. ‘Things are not always what they seem.’

      ‘You think he’s a dick?’ Rachel was not one to mince her words.

      ‘A massive dick,’ said Natasha.

      ‘But, he didn’t seem to have any clue where Lisa was, so unless he is heading into Oscar territory with his acting, that means she hasn’t gone running to him, and if he’s as bad as you say he is, I suppose that’s a good thing, right?’ Rachel hoped that this positive spin might cheer Natasha up a bit, as she had looked defeated since ending the call with Dale.

      Frankie clearly got the same vibe, and she said, ‘We will find her, Tash. We’ve got this.’

      Natasha smiled, and Rachel couldn’t recall ever seeing her so vulnerable. ‘I just think,’ Natasha stammered, ‘that if she hasn’t gone home, that someone must have taken her or hurt her or… I don’t know, I am just really worried that something awful has happened.’

      In that moment Rachel realised that Natasha was way too emotional to be any help to them. She’d helped them to rule out Lisa being with Dale, but now they had to gently get rid of her so that they could get back to the rest of the investigation.

      They still hadn’t spoken to all the ladies to piece together last night properly. Beth must be back from her run by now. Why hadn’t she come to talk to them? She knew Rachel was waiting for a chat. Does she have something to hide, or am I getting carried away? she wondered.

      ‘Listen,’ said Rachel, gently. ‘You’ve been a great help, Natasha, but I think you are best off staying here in case Lisa tries to find you.’

      ‘But…?’ Natasha tried to argue.

      ‘What if she comes to your room to look for you and you’re not here?’ Frankie had clearly got the hint that they needed to ditch her.

      ‘I suppose.’ Natasha sat back down on the bed with tired tears in her eyes. ‘Maybe that is for the best.’

      ‘Most definitely,’ said Rachel. ‘Frankie and I will get to the bottom of this and we’ll have Lisa back before you can say karaoke.’ She had a vague drunken memory of Natasha telling them that karaoke was on the agenda for today.

      Natasha sniffed and looked at her watch. ‘That is booked for four hours’ time, just before dinner.’

      Rachel laughed, and then realised that she wasn’t joking. ‘Four hours, well that’s perfect,’ said Rachel. ‘All I can say is, hopefully Lisa has got a good singing voice, because she will be guest of honour when we find her.’

      This made Natasha smile and Rachel was pleased. ‘We’ll see you soon,’ she said before she and Frankie slipped out of the hotel room.

      As soon as the door shut behind them Frankie asked, ‘You really think we’ll be singing karaoke in four hours’ time?’

      ‘Stranger things have happened,’ said Rachel. ‘I am manifesting it, and if it happens, it will be the only time in history that I will have enjoyed karaoke!’
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      ‘What now?’ Frankie asked, as they tiptoed along the corridor.

      ‘We need to speak to Beth.’ Rachel was still convinced that talking to each of the mums methodically would help them piece together what happened last night.

      ‘Why the sudden urgency?’

      ‘You saw how upset Natasha is. We need to crack on and Beth said she would come and talk to me when she got back from her run which must have been ages ago, unless she decided to do a flippin’ marathon.’

      ‘Come on then, it’s this way.’ Frankie beckoned Rachel to follow her and they upped their pace as they moved stealthily along the narrow passageway.

      Then Rachel stopped abruptly, brought her finger to her lips and shushed Frankie even though she was making no sound.

      ‘Listen,’ she whispered, and the two ladies stood in silence trying to make out the voices from behind the door. Amy and Beth were talking… no wait, arguing. But Rachel couldn’t make out what it was about.

      ‘What did you say to her?’ she heard through the door. It was slightly muffled but Beth was shouting loud enough for her to still hear every word clearly. ‘I told you to keep your mouth shut.’

      ‘Wow!’ Frankie mouthed in Rachel’s direction, with wide eyes. Rachel had never heard Beth shout before.

      ‘I had to say something,’ came Amy’s muffled response. ‘She was giving me the third degree.’

      ‘It’s got nothing to do with them! Why are they always interfering?’

      ‘They are trying to find Lisa.’

      ‘They are talking about us,’ Frankie whispered.

      ‘I know,’ mouthed Rachel, then put her finger to her lips as she carried on listening.

      ‘Natasha is really worried.’

      Amy’s voice was hard to make out, but Beth’s was raised.

      ‘So she should be. Dale is worse than I thought. He doesn’t leave her alone. He is a nightmare. I just wish…’ It went quiet. Rachel wasn’t sure if Beth had stopped speaking or it was just muffled through the door. Rachel pressed her ear against it. ‘Natasha was right about him.’

      ‘Well, we’ve done everything we can to keep him at bay.’

      ‘What have they done?’ asked Frankie, her ear also pushed right up to the door.

      ‘We need to find out. No wonder Beth was so insistent on going on her run. She is hiding something.’ As Rachel announced this whispered revelation, she stepped backwards into a cleaner’s trolley that she hadn’t seen. A cascade of miniature bottles of shampoo and shower gel tumbled to the floor with a crash. ‘Shit!’

      ‘Rach,’ said Frankie, her ear still to the door. ‘I think they might have heard that. It’s gone very quiet in there.’

      ‘Shit!’ Rachel was frantically picking up tiny bottles and shoving them back on the trolley. ‘What are we going to do?’

      ‘There’s only one thing to do,’ said Frankie, and Rachel watched in what seemed like slow motion as Frankie knocked on the hotel room door.

      Her eyes widened. ‘What are you doing?’ she tried to say, but no sound came out. Her heart raced. They must have known they were listening. They must have–

      ‘Oh, it’s just you,’ were the words that came out of Beth’s lips as she peered around the door, and in that moment, Rachel realised that Frankie was a genius. Hide in plain sight. They were always going to knock, so they should just knock. Brilliant!

      ‘No offence taken,’ said Rachel, her confidence back. ‘Can we come in?’

      ‘Well…’ It was too late. Before Beth had time to protest Rachel marched in through the narrowly open door and Frankie slipped in after her.

      ‘Everything okay, ladies?’ asked Amy.

      ‘We could ask you the same question,’ said Rachel, sitting herself down on the edge of the bed without being invited to. ‘So, what is going on here?’ she asked, swinging her legs like an inquisitive child.

      ‘We heard you arguing,’ said Frankie, in a softer tone. ‘Is everything okay? We are just worried about you, that’s all. It’s been a very stressful morning for us all.’

      Rachel tried to stop her eyes from rolling.

      ‘You’re completely right, of course,’ said Beth. ‘What an awful morning for everyone. Poor Natasha, has anyone checked on her recently?’

      ‘She’s fine,’ snapped Rachel. ‘She just wants us to find Lisa.’

      ‘Well, of course. That’s what we all want.’ There was something off about Beth’s tone. Rachel couldn’t quite put her finger on it, but it lacked her usual sincerity.

      ‘Can we talk with you alone?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘Alone?’

      ‘I’m sure Amy won’t mind,’ said Frankie as they all looked over at Amy.

      ‘Won’t I?’

      ‘We’ve already had a chat, haven’t we?’ said Rachel, opening the door and waving her towards it.

      ‘You do know this is my hotel room as well as Beth’s?’ huffed Amy. ‘Why can’t you leave?’

      ‘No problem, I’m sure Beth is happy to have a chat in the corridor. Is that okay, Beth?’ Rachel folded her arms and remained exactly where she was. She felt for a moment like she was a kid again, sticking up for herself on the playground when some older kid was trying to boss her around.

      ‘Do you mind, Amy?’ said Beth, suddenly sounding timid.

      Amy sighed, grabbed her bag and stomped out of the room. ‘Fine. If you need me, I’ll be in the bar.’ She looked at her watch. ‘After all it is six o’clock somewhere.’
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      ‘Was all that completely necessary?’ asked Beth. She couldn’t decide whether Rachel and Frankie were taking their investigation as seriously as they made it seem, or whether they were just adding a little bit of drama for the fun of it.

      ‘We just needed to talk to you on your own,’ said Rachel. ‘If other people are chiming in then we will never get to the facts.’

      Taking it very seriously then, thought Beth.

      ‘Did you talk to Lisa much last night?’ asked Frankie, in a gentle manner that led Beth to assume that she was taking on the good cop role.

      ‘A bit.’ Beth tried to cast her memory back to anything even remotely interesting that Lisa might have said to her. ‘She seemed to be having a good time. She was enjoying herself and seemed pretty relaxed.’

      ‘Did she say anything about meeting anyone, or talking to anyone, or anything like that?’ Rachel drummed her hands on the edge of the bed which Beth found extremely distracting.

      ‘No, I don’t think so.’ She paused. ‘But if she was planning on meeting someone, why would she tell me?’

      Rachel shrugged, but Frankie chipped in, ‘Maybe she was excited to see them, maybe she wanted to tell someone her secret.’

      ‘Are you putting words into my mouth?’

      ‘Not at all,’ said Frankie, defensively. ‘We are just exploring every possibility.’

      ‘Well, I don’t think she was having an affair if that is what you are getting at,’ said Beth, matter-of-factly. ‘She loved Dale. In fact she worshipped the ground he walked on.’

      ‘Really?’ asked Rachel. ‘I’ve heard he’s a bit of a dick.’

      ‘But that doesn’t mean she didn’t worship him!’

      ‘She was under his spell more like,’ muttered Frankie.

      Rachel and Frankie seemed to digest her words. The truth was that Beth agreed, Dale was a dick, but Lisa wasn’t. She wouldn’t have an affair, and if she did have an affair, she certainly wouldn’t be stupid enough to get caught. Her life wouldn’t be worth living if Dale found out.

      ‘What did you mean by Dale is worse than I thought?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘What? When did I say that?’ She knew they had been listening through the door.

      ‘Are you denying that you said it?’

      ‘No, it’s just, well, Lisa told me in confidence.’

      ‘Told you what?’ Beth couldn’t see how she could get out of answering this now. Not without making herself look guilty. She had backed herself into a corner.

      ‘Lisa told me…’ Beth paused, undecided as to whether this was a good idea, but the way things were going the truth was bound to come out sooner or later so she may as well tell it from her point of view. ‘…she just told me about the things Dale says to her to make sure she does what he wants her to do.’

      An uncomfortable silence floated in the air.

      ‘So, he controls her?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘If that’s what you want to call it.’

      Beth assumed this would lead to a thousand more questions about Lisa and Dale, but instead Rachel asked, ‘So, what have you and Amy fallen out about?’

      ‘I’m not sure that’s any of your business, Rachel.’ It was annoying enough that Rachel acted as though she was a real detective investigating Lisa’s disappearance, without her poking her nose into Beth’s personal life and friendships too. ‘Plus, we haven’t even fallen out, we’re like sisters, we just bicker now and then. It was nothing.’ Beth realised that she sounded very much like she was trying to convince herself as much as anyone, but she kept going. ‘I’m sure that you and Frankie do it all the time.’

      ‘Not really,’ said Frankie. ‘I don’t think we’ve ever argued.’ She smiled at Rachel, who smiled back.

      Sickly sweet smiles, thought Beth. She let out a puff of air, realising that she wasn’t going to get away with that as a diversion tactic. At some point she was going to have to tell them what she and Amy were discussing and why they were discussing it so heatedly, but she was adamant that the time to explain was not now.

      ‘I have a question for you,’ she said, throwing in a curveball to divert the questions away from her and Amy. ‘Why didn’t Natasha let Dale know straight away that Lisa was missing?’

      ‘She doesn’t like him,’ said Rachel, almost like a reflex. ‘Plus, she didn’t have his number.’

      ‘Don’t you think that’s weird?’ Surely she would have his number. Beth thought about her own cousins and whether she had their partners’ numbers in her phone. She didn’t, so maybe it was normal, but Natasha and Lisa were close. Something felt a little off.

      ‘Maybe.’ Rachel seemed to let the thought hang in the air until Beth felt as though she should speak again.

      ‘I mean, I guess it’s not a school trip,’ was all she could offer. ‘We didn’t all give our emergency contact details to the teacher.’

      ‘Maybe we should have,’ mused Frankie.

      The was a brief silence while Beth wondered whether they actually should have all given their emergency contact details to someone, and whether they should have had someone keeping an eye on everyone, making sure they were safe. And by everyone, she meant Lisa. They should have been making sure Lisa was safe. Knowing what she knew about Dale, she should have been protecting her, but this was supposed to be a weekend to escape. Lisa had even said to her last night at the bingo, ‘This is my break from Dale.’

      ‘Did you talk to her much?’ asked Rachel, and in that moment, Beth had a moment of clarity. She should tell the truth. They all should have been keeping Lisa safe and they should do whatever they could to help her be safe now. So she decided that the best way to help Lisa was to tell the truth, and the truth was that she had spoken to Lisa last night. She had spoken to her quite a bit, and the one thing that came through more than anything, more than her partner’s controlling tendencies even, was that Lisa was worried about money.

      But Beth couldn’t decide how honest she should be. She felt she should hold something back. Her moment of clarity faded away and she decided to keep her cards close to her chest. ‘I talked to her a bit,’ she said eventually, after getting everything straight in her head. ‘She was trying not to spend too much money, said she was a bit short.’

      ‘That’s interesting,’ said Rachel. ‘I didn’t get that impression at all. She bought a round of shots, didn’t she?’

      ‘Probably trying to keep up appearances,’ said Frankie, and Beth knew she was right. It was all about appearances with Lisa. Making sure she looked good and most importantly, that she looked better than Natasha.

      ‘Oh, it was no big deal,’ said Beth, playing it down. ‘Think she had just decided not to go too mad for once.’

      Rachel rubbed her forehead and Beth hoped that she didn’t think that was a dig at her. Rachel certainly had gone mad last night. In fact, they had all overdone it a bit, so it was a bit strange that Lisa was the one who had gone missing. If anything, she was the most sober one of them all.

      Something didn’t add up.

      ‘Did Lisa show you Dale’s messages?’ Rachel’s question took Beth by surprise. It seemed to come from nowhere.

      Beth shook her head. She wasn’t lying, but she didn’t want to talk about Dale’s messages. Lisa hadn’t told her exactly what Dale had said in his messages, but Beth had a pretty good idea.

      If Rachel was any kind of detective, surely she could work it out. It was obvious. He was bad news. And there was clearly something going on between the cousins, but Beth didn’t want to get involved.
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      Rachel flopped onto the bed. She was glad to be back in her own room. She needed some time to think.

      What is going on? Why could no one remember anything? So far all they had was that Lisa was a bit short of cash and she wasn’t drinking much. That was the best Rachel had got out of anyone. Surely someone knows something else.

      She assumed that everyone’s haziness and lack of helpful information was due to the same reason that her own memory of last night was so foggy… Prosecco!

      She rubbed her face with both hands, then turned to watch the bubbles in her Alka-Seltzer. She was very thankful to her past self for remembering to pack it. Her stomach churned as she thought of all the fizz from last night. Beth was right, Lisa hadn’t gone too mad compared to everyone else, so the fact that she was the one who had gone AWOL meant that something was definitely up.

      As the bubbles in her glass popped, a memory from last night popped into her head.

      She sat up.

      She could remember Lisa saying, ‘I do still love him, but…’ But what? Had she finished the sentence? Rachel closed her eyes and rubbed her forehead. She couldn’t remember. She was as bad as the rest of them. She was as bad as all her witnesses who couldn’t remember a bloody thing.

      ‘Damn!’ she said out loud to the empty hotel room. Frankie had gone to get some supplies. All this thinking had made them both hungry but sending Frankie out on a hunt for snacks just made Rachel think of her kids. She wished she was at home. She wished that Natasha’s birthday outing had been a last-train-back kind of affair so that she hadn’t had to wake up to this shitstorm.

      She had also wondered if Natasha might cancel the rest of her birthday plans so they could all go home, but no such luck. Plus, this whole nightmare was nowhere near wrapped up, so at least they still had a base to run their investigation from; every cloud and all that. Sadly it was a base with a small crappy kettle and no minibar, but at least it was somewhere to think. Not that it had helped them think up any revelations so far.

      ‘We have until five thirty,’ said Frankie, bundling back into the room. ‘I’ve just seen Natasha and she reminded me about karaoke.’

      Rachel rolled her eyes. ‘Hasn’t she got more important things to think about than karaoke?’

      ‘I think she’s trying to distract herself,’ said Frankie, ever the credulous one. ‘And, I have supplies.’ She unloaded a bag of chocolate, crisps, biscuits and cans of pop onto the bed, and Rachel could have kissed her.

      ‘Thank you, Frankie. This should see us through.’

      Frankie smiled. ‘I don’t know about you but I can’t think on an empty stomach.’

      Rachel nodded in agreement, with a mouthful of crisps. It didn’t seem long since they had finished breakfast. Time was whizzing by and every hour that passed was another hour that Lisa was missing, another hour that she was in danger, another hour when they hadn’t found her.

      ‘Could just do with a jam sandwich right about now.’ She smiled, trying to shake the thought of Lisa and danger.

      Frankie rummaged through the pile of goodies until she found a pack of Jammie Dodgers. ‘These will have to do.’

      ‘Perfect.’ Rachel opened the pack straight away and bit into one. ‘Now,’ she said, spraying crumbs as she spoke. ‘I think we need to produce a timeline. If only we had a whiteboard.’

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Frankie, as she disappeared back out into the corridor for a matter of seconds, then reappeared, wheeling in a whiteboard. ‘Your wish is my command.’

      Rachel laughed. ‘Are you my fairy godmother?’

      ‘Something like that.’ Frankie laughed. ‘Or something like someone who popped into the conference suite and asked if we could borrow it. We only have that until five thirty too.’

      ‘Perhaps they need it for the karaoke!’ Rachel smiled. ‘Well, that means we have until five thirty to find out what the hell happened last night, and where the hell Lisa is.’ And with that Rachel stood up, grabbed a whiteboard marker and took the lid off like she meant business.

      She wrote across the top of the board LISA MISSING – TIMELINE and as she did so she felt an unexpected tear roll down her cheek.

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Frankie, grabbing a tissue. ‘We’ll find her.’

      ‘It’s not that.’ Rachel took the tissue and dabbed it under her eyes. ‘It’s just…’

      Frankie looked from her to the whiteboard and back. ‘This reminds you of last time.’

      Rachel knew that Frankie understood.

      ‘With Jane.’

      Rachel nodded. ‘I know she was awful to you but…’

      ‘It’s okay,’ said Frankie. ‘I get it. She was my friend too.’ She paused. ‘She acted out of passion and didn’t think. That doesn’t excuse what she did, but it also doesn’t mean that we don’t miss her.’

      Rachel nodded. ‘Yeah, I think that’s it.’

      ‘Although,’ Frankie continued, ‘I think we miss the person that we thought we knew rather than the person we now know she is.’

      Rachel smiled. Then she wondered whether to tell Frankie that Phil had messaged to say a letter from Jane had arrived in the post. She decided not to. And she also knew that she couldn’t let her memories of that whole escapade affect their search for Lisa. They needed to find her. They would find her. She snapped herself out of her thoughts and set her mind back to the task in hand.

      ‘Right,’ she said. ‘Timeline. What do we know?’

      ‘Natasha and Trace went to bed just before midnight,’ said Frankie.

      Rachel tapped her pen on her lip. ‘And the hashtag unlucky for some post was just after midnight, wasn’t it?’

      ‘It was 12.06 to be precise.’

      ‘Well, that makes no sense.’ Rachel shook her head as she spoke. ‘That is a maximum of what? Ten, fifteen minutes after Tash and Trace left. I didn’t think she disappeared so soon after them.’

      ‘Are you really trusting your own memory on this?’

      ‘I don’t know who or what to trust.’ Rachel blew a strand of hair out of her face. ‘Were we still there at that point?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Frankie.

      ‘You seem very sure of that,’ said Rachel, slightly concerned about how and why she was so sure. And rightly so, as it turned out, because Frankie scrolled through her phone for a second before turning it to face Rachel. And Rachel watched a video of herself dancing on a table.

      ‘That was at just before 1am,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Oh Christ!’ said Rachel. ‘I wish I hadn’t asked.’

      ‘What time did Amy and Beth leave?’

      Rachel rubbed her forehead. ‘Why are you asking me?’

      ‘Isn’t it in your Bluey notebook?’

      ‘Oh, yes maybe.’ She flicked it open and read through her notes. ‘Half eleven,’ she said, tapping her pen. ‘That seems early.’

      ‘I don’t know, it seems about right to me. Neither of them looked like they were having the best time.’

      ‘I really wish I could remember.’ Rachel ran her hands through her hair and stared off into the distance.

      ‘It would be a big help if you did,’ said Frankie

      Rachel ignored the snide comment and started writing the timeline on the whiteboard.

      
        
        11.30 – Amy and Beth go back to hotel room

        11.45-00.00 – Natasha and Trace go back to hotel room

        00.06 – #unluckyforsome post by Lisa

        00.55 – Frankie films Rachel dancing on table

      

      

      ‘So, when did she go missing?’ asked Frankie, who was stood with her arms folded, staring at the board. ‘Bearing in mind she could have posted the bingo card at any time, from anywhere!’

      Rachel shook her head. ‘I have no idea. No one noticed she was gone until this morning, did they? So it was sometime between midnight and, what? Nine this morning?’

      ‘And what time did the witness say that they saw her covered in blood?’ asked Frankie, and although Rachel didn’t know the answer, she had a sudden thought that maybe Lisa saw that happen. Maybe she saw the person notice her and walk away. Also, why did the person walk away and not help her. Maybe they did, and the attacker was violent towards them, but surely they would have told DI Harding if that was the case.

      Or maybe the blood is someone else’s. Could Lisa have hurt someone? Surely not. Or witnessed someone get hurt. That would put her in danger for sure. Rachel couldn’t be sure of anything, except one thing, Rachel and Frankie definitely didn’t see Lisa covered in blood, or anyone hanging around taking photos, so it must have been after they got back, whatever time that was.

      ‘Maybe we should talk to DI Harding again?’ suggested Rachel. ‘Maybe whoever saw Lisa thought she saw something; what I don’t know, but maybe she’s in danger because of what she saw, or maybe it’s too late.’

      ‘We can’t think like that,’ snapped Frankie. ‘We have to stay positive.’

      Rachel knew Frankie was right, but the more they looked into this, the harder it was getting to keep smiling. Rachel knew that this was real life, and that real life could be very unlucky for some.
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      ‘I think you are right, Rach. We should talk to DI Harding.’ It wasn’t that Frankie didn’t trust their investigating skills; she just had this funny feeling that they were missing something.

      ‘Whatever you say,’ Rachel agreed. ‘Might be worth getting an update while we’re there.’

      The two women hastily made their way to the lift, but when they stepped inside Frankie found herself pressing not the button for the ground floor, but the button for floor five. The one that would take them to the floor with Lisa’s room on it.

      Rachel raised her eyebrows at her.

      ‘There is just something that I want to check before we head down,’ Frankie explained. ‘It won’t take long, I promise.’

      ‘You carry on,’ said Rachel, with a wry smile.

      ‘You find DI Harding, and I will be down in a minute.’ Frankie wasn’t usually this authoritative.

      ‘You don’t want me to come with you?’

      ‘It’s not that I don’t want you to, it’s just…’ She just had hunch and it was something that she wanted to check out by herself. ‘We’ll be more efficient if we divide and conquer.’

      ‘Yes, boss!’ Rachel grinned, but as floor five’s number lit up she asked, ‘Are you sure you don’t want me to wait for you?’

      ‘I’ll be fine,’ said Frankie. The lift pinged and she slipped out of the doors the moment they opened. ‘Honestly,’ she said as the doors shut behind her. Was she convincing herself?

      She started to creep along the corridor, then wondered why she was creeping, so she stood up straight and walked normally. After all, hiding in plain sight was surely the best thing to do. When she reached the door to Lisa’s room, she took the key card out of her pocket – pleased with herself for slipping it in there earlier when the cleaner had let them in – and unlocked the door.

      Nothing had changed. The room looked exactly as it had done earlier, but this time Frankie looked closer. She looked properly. She examined the evidence. This time, rather than noticing everything that was there, she concentrated on everything that wasn’t. Looking again she realised that a few important things were nowhere to be seen: the money Lisa had won (they had paid her in cash); her phone (it hadn’t crossed Frankie’s mind to look for this last time); and her hairbrush (sounds insignificant but why would someone leave in such a hurry, but take their hairbrush?)

      She looked more closely for the missing items, double checking that they weren’t under the bed or in a drawer, but after a thorough search she was satisfied that they were not in the room. This changed everything and she needed to tell Rachel straight away.

      As if by telepathy, her own phone started ringing. She looked down at the screen. Rachel. That was weird, but perfect timing.

      ‘Rach,’ she answered. ‘You are not going to believe this.’

      ‘Well, it’s funny you should say that,’ came a voice from the other end of the line. ‘Because I was going to say exactly the same thing to you.’
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        * * *

      

      ‘Are we even allowed in here?’ asked Frankie, as Rachel escorted her towards a room at the side of the foyer that said staff only.

      ‘Sure,’ said Rachel. ‘It’s where Jess – sorry; DI Harding – has set up camp.’

      ‘I still don’t think that means we can just wander in.’

      ‘I’ve already been in,’ Rachel assured her. ‘And I told Jess I was coming to get you. Plus, I bought these to sweeten her up.’ She held up her haul.

      Frankie laughed. ‘You do know that the whole police-doughnut thing is a myth.’

      ‘What? Everyone loves a doughnut… and they are jam.’

      ‘Naturally.’

      Rachel pushed open the door with her bottom and struggled through with the bag of doughnuts and tray of coffees that she was holding.

      ‘You can ask for help, you know?’

      ‘I know,’ said Rachel. ‘And you are helping by coming to get your eyes on this. You won’t believe it when you see the CCTV.’

      ‘CCTV?’ Frankie nearly dropped the one coffee that she was holding. ‘There’s CCTV?’

      ‘Yep!’

      ‘And DI Harding is letting us watch it?’

      ‘Yes, although keep your voice down,’ Rachel whispered. ‘It is strictly off the record.’

      ‘Right,’ said Frankie, and she tapped the side of her nose with her finger which made Rachel laugh.

      ‘This way!’ Rachel indicated a door at the end of a short corridor. ‘Do you mind just knocking for me, please?’ Rachel looked down at her very full arms and Frankie took the hint.

      She knocked three times and immediately heard a, ‘Come in!’ from behind the door.

      ‘Can you grab the handle please, Frankie?’ Rachel was still struggling to juggle the coffee and the doughnuts.

      ‘Of course,’ said Frankie. ‘See, it’s not that hard to ask for help.’ She held the door open for her friend, who stepped through confidently. ‘Hi, Jess,’ said Rachel. ‘Thought you might need a coffee and some sugar.’

      ‘Fantastic,’ said DI Harding. ‘Come on in. Hi, Frankie.’

      ‘Hello,’ said Frankie. She felt nervous but she wasn’t sure why. No one in the room was doing anything to make her feel that way; she just suddenly felt out of her depth.

      The room was dark, other than a small lamp and the glowing screen of an expensive looking laptop. DI Harding was looking at the screen, and a younger man in jeans and a grey hoodie with a lanyard around his neck, sat next to her. ‘This is Paul. He’s our IT expert.’

      Paul waved and Frankie did an awkward wave back. Paul looked about fifteen, but was probably in his mid-twenties. He was tapping away at the laptop with purpose as DI Harding looked on.

      Standing behind Frankie was a woman in police uniform. She didn’t speak and she looked like someone you absolutely would not want to mess with.

      ‘And that’s PC Summers,’ said DI Harding, nodding towards the woman at the door.

      ‘Hi,’ said Frankie, in a very timid voice.

      ‘Nice to meet you,’ said PC Summers in a delicate voice, that Frankie couldn’t believe came out of such a burly looking woman.

      ‘Paul and PC Summers are both aware that you are here to help identify the victim and possible suspect and not to take matters into your own hands in any way. Is that clear?’ said DI Harding in a very stern voice.

      ‘So we can’t–?’ Frankie felt a dig in her ribs which stopped her from finishing her question. She got it; they could still investigate as long as it was off the record.

      She smiled, followed Rachel over to sit on one of the seats behind DI Harding and Paul, and waited for something to happen. She focused on the screen. DI Harding gave Paul a nod, and he hit play on the screen. Frankie squinted. The grainy CCTV image was hard to make out at first but then it came into focus; that is, the image was clear but what had happened to Lisa was not.

      A woman walked across the screen. She looked just like Lisa; her dress was the same; her hair was the same; she flicked it off her shoulder in the same way that Lisa did. She disappeared into the toilets and then a different woman, who looked almost identical – the only difference being she was wearing trainers, not heels – walked across the screen. It was Lisa.

      ‘That’s her,’ said Frankie. ‘That’s Lisa.’

      ‘Thank you for confirming,’ said DI Harding, but their eyes were all still fixed on the screen.

      Lisa stopped and looked at someone, then walked off into the toilets too.

      A man approached. He was fully dressed in black, with his hood up over a hat and sunglasses, though they were inside and it was the middle of the night.

      After a few moments, one of the women walked out of the toilets. It was hard to make out which of the women it was, but the man in black approached her. The screen was grainy and the image was stilted, so Frankie struggled to see exactly what was happening, but there was a tussle and an arm swung, and the next thing that Frankie definitely did see was the woman falling to the floor. Despite the slightly fuzzy image Frankie could also clearly make out blood, lots of blood on the woman’s face, and dress, on the hands of the man in black, and on the floor. The man in black had punched the woman who looked exactly like Lisa, but it wasn’t her.

      ‘But, that’s not…’ Frankie started to say to the room, but everyone’s eyes were still fixed on the screen. Then at the edge of the frame, Lisa emerged from the toilet too and could obviously see what had happened. The screen was grainy but Frankie could see that the man in black ran off towards the revolving doors. Lisa ran over to the woman on the floor and knelt down beside her. Everyone stared in silence at the screen and Lisa put her arm under the woman’s head and lifted her to sitting. There was no sound from the room or the footage but it was clear that Lisa was comforting the woman. She helped her to her feet and led her back towards the ladies’ toilets.

      Everyone in the room looked at each other. All Frankie could think was that by helping this woman Lisa had somehow put herself in danger. It had to be relevant, surely. Was the man waiting for her outside? It dawned on Frankie that she was the only person in the room watching this footage for the first time.

      ‘Do they come back out of the toilets?’ she asked, realising what a stupid question it was as soon as she said it. Of course they do; they are not still in there, are they? ‘I mean, do they come out together?’

      ‘Not exactly,’ said DI Harding, nodding towards the screen as the door swung open.

      Frankie squinted. A woman emerged wearing a clean dress with no blood, it was Lisa, no wait, it was the other woman. Where had the blood gone? She looked pristine, her face had been cleaned up and… Frankie’s mind raced. Where was Lisa? The woman walked off towards the bar area, fiddling with her hair and glancing over her shoulder as she left the frame.

      A few moments later Lisa emerged from the toilets too, looking much less well presented. She had blood splattered down her dress. They must have swapped. Had the other woman taken her dress? No, surely Lisa had offered it, but why? And where was she going? Logic says that she would go upstairs for a shower and change into some clean clothes – her pyjamas ideally – but she headed for the main door. Was she after revenge? Did she know this mystery woman?

      Frankie felt like she should be wondering where Lisa was going, but that wasn’t what was niggling at her. There was something about the hooded man that seemed strange. Something that wasn’t in keeping with what they knew so far. At first she couldn’t put her finger on it, but then it came to her.

      The knife!

      The man on the screen wasn’t holding a knife. The knife was found outside the hotel. So if he hadn’t stabbed the woman in the foyer, had he stabbed someone outside?
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      Frankie’s reaction cemented in Rachel’s mind that what she was seeing, and how she was interpreting it, was indeed what had happened.

      She also knew what they needed to do next.

      ‘We need to speak to that woman,’ said Frankie, confirming Rachel’s thoughts. ‘How the hell are we going to find her?’

      ‘I might be one step ahead of you there,’ said DI Harding, turning to the guy with the lanyard. ‘Paul, can you flick to camera seven, please?’

      ‘Sure thing, boss.’ He clicked a few buttons and the screen changed to show the hotel bar. ‘If you are sure?’ His eyes flicked to Frankie and Rachel.

      ‘I’m sure, thank you,’ DI Harding confirmed.

      ‘Okay, so unfortunately the table she goes to sit at is not at the best angle for the CCTV, but you can just about see that she sits down with a gentleman, who sadly we can’t see clearly enough to identify.’

      ‘It’s a pity we can’t hear what they are saying,’ said Frankie, studying the screen.

      ‘It is,’ said DI Harding. ‘But not to worry, people don’t always say everything with words. If we whip forward an hour or so…’ She nodded at Paul, who whizzed through the footage and stopped it as the mystery man wrote something on a napkin, got up from their table, leaving the napkin in front of the woman, and headed out towards the lift.

      ‘What did he write?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘Not sure,’ said DI Harding. ‘Paul’s working on zooming in. But we can follow him. Paul?’

      ‘Camera twelve?’ asked Paul.

      ‘You’ve got it,’ said DI Harding, as the screen cut to the interior of one of the lifts. The man got into the lift and pressed floor two.

      The man in the lift blew out a puff of air and leant back on the mirror as the lift went up.

      ‘He gets out on the second floor,’ said Paul. ‘Which ties in with this.’ Paul clicked a button and a box appeared on the screen showing an even fuzzier image than the previous one.

      They all leaned towards the screen, peering at the image. It was the napkin.

      ‘Two-one-one,’ said DI Harding.

      ‘It’s got to be his room number,’ said Rachel.

      DI Harding nodded. ‘Looks like he’s expecting a visitor.’

      ‘Our sparkly-dressed friend,’ said Rachel. ‘Are you going to pay him a visit?’

      ‘No!’ Rachel was surprised by DI Harding’s response, until she added, ‘You are!’
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        * * *

      

      As they headed up to floor two Rachel couldn’t help but wonder about the man in black. Where had he disappeared to?

      Lisa had gone out of the same door that he had. What if he had found her? What if at first glance he thought she was the woman he had assaulted and went for her again? She could be really hurt and lying in a gutter somewhere while Rachel and Frankie went up and down in the hotel lift chasing red herrings.

      And why had he left the knife outside? She couldn’t make that out. Was it just there in case he needed it? Or had he used it outside the hotel and disposed of it later without anyone seeing? And right outside the foyer? Surely there were better places to hide it than that!

      She also thought about how they were about to knock on the hotel room door of a man they had never met before and ask about a woman they had seen him with, in the bar. A woman who followed him out of the bar a few minutes after he left, clutching the napkin with his room number scrawled on it. Would he get defensive?

      The fact that they had left the bar separately suggested that they weren’t married or even together, and quite possibly didn’t even know each other. That would explain the napkin. In Rachel’s mind it had sordid affair written all over it, so DI Harding was probably right: he was much more likely to tell the truth to two random women than the police. They just needed to get a name, that’s all DI Harding had asked them to do, and she would take it from there. Although how likely is it that the woman gave him her real name?

      ‘How are we going to play this?’ asked Rachel, deciding that they should really have a plan.

      ‘We’re looking for our friend. We think you might have met her in the bar last night?’ Frankie shrugged.

      ‘Okay,’ said Rachel. ‘It’s better than anything I’d come up with. Well, here goes nothing.’

      As she lifted her fist ready to knock on the door of room two-one-one, Rachel swallowed, hard. It was the first time she had seriously considered that the man behind this door could be dangerous. The thought sent a shiver up her spine. He looked friendly enough with sparkly-dress woman but he wanted something from her. This time, however, they wanted something from him.

      ‘Hello?’ came a female voice from behind the door, and Rachel’s eyes widened. This is a better result than him answering. ‘Who is it?’

      ‘Room service,’ said Rachel, impulsively.

      Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘Why did you say that?’ she whispered.

      Rachel shrugged, but as the door creaked open she gave Frankie a well-it-worked look, and Frankie smiled.

      ‘Who are you?’ asked sparkly-dress woman, looking a lot less sparkly and a lot more bedraggled than she did in the CCTV, though despite the man’s shirt she was wearing, she still looked gorgeous. ‘Are you looking for Geoff?’

      Rachel smiled. ‘No, actually, we were looking for you.’

      ‘Oh,’ said the woman, not opening the door any further, but through the narrow crack, Rachel could clearly see a large bruise and cut on her face that looked much worse close up than it had on CCTV.

      Frankie started to speak and Rachel knew that her softer nature would stand much more of a chance of blagging them into this hotel room than hers would.

      ‘My name’s Frankie.’ She smiled. ‘And this is Rachel. We’re not here to ask you about the man you were with last night, are possibly still with…’ Frankie’s eye line lifted slightly to peer over the woman’s shoulder.

      ‘He’s gone to grab us some food,’ said the woman, narrowing the gap in the door.

      ‘And we’re not here to ask you why you were with him,’ Frankie continued. ‘We are here to ask you about the lady that helped you in the foyer. The one whose dress you borrowed.’

      ‘Oh,’ said the woman. ‘How do you know about that?’

      ‘Do you really want us to answer that out here in the corridor?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘I guess not.’ The woman glanced up and down the corridor. ‘I suppose you’d better come in…’
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      Frankie and Rachel followed the woman into the hotel room and hovered awkwardly by the door as she picked up various items of clothing from the floor.

      She picked up two champagne flutes from by the side of the bed, one of which was laying on its side, and put them on the countertop by the kettle. She put the empty champagne bottle in the bin and said, ‘I would offer you a cup of tea but there are only two cups and we’ve used them both.’

      ‘We being you and Geoff?’ asked Rachel, accusingly.

      Frankie decided to soften the mood. ‘No problem at all. We’ve had enough coffees today to last us a lifetime. There’s no way we’re getting to sleep tonight!’

      The woman smiled, and Frankie gave her a reassuring smile back.

      ‘We don’t even know your name,’ she said softly.

      ‘It’s Tina.’

      ‘Okay, Tina, shall we sit down?’

      ‘Sure,’ said Tina. She was wearing a man’s shirt and she pulled it down, and smoothed it over as she sat on the end of the bed. She gestured for them to take the chairs, so Frankie sat on the chair at the dressing table and Rachel made herself comfortable in the armchair, in the corner of the room.

      ‘Do you want to tell us how you came to be in this hotel, in this room, with Geoff?’

      Tina looked down at her toes. ‘I thought you weren’t going to ask me about Geoff.’

      ‘You don’t have to tell us,’ said Frankie. ‘But maybe it would be easier to start at the beginning.’

      Tina took a deep breath. ‘I was out with some friends.’

      Frankie nodded. Her chair was directly in front of where Tina was perched. Not too close to be uncomfortable, but close enough to look into her eyes and reassure her that they weren’t here to accuse her of anything. She kept her eyes firmly on Tina, and luckily Rachel seemed to have got the memo and remained quiet in the corner of the room. They worked well as a team, Frankie and Rachel, often picking up on an unsaid vibe and knowing how to handle a situation without exchanging any words, just the odd glance.

      ‘They are all loved up,’ Tina continued, without needing to be prompted by Frankie. ‘All have husbands or partners back at home, but I am just a serial-singleton. I never seem to find the right guy. I always seem to be drawn to the wrong ones. So, when Geoff started flirting with me at the bar I was like, hey, this guy is in a suit. He’s not the type of loser I normally go for, so I let him buy me a drink. My friends were all too busy chatting and dancing to notice that I was sat with him at the bar for most of the evening and when they moved on to the next bar, I told them that I had a headache and was going to get a cab home.’

      ‘Would they not approve of you staying at the bar with a man you’d just met?’ asked Frankie.

      Tina sighed. ‘I don’t know, I just didn’t want a fuss and I thought they’d worry.’

      ‘More than they would worry about you getting a cab home alone?’ Rachel piped up for the corner and Frankie shot her a look. Don’t upset her now she is opening up.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Tina. ‘Maybe.’

      ‘So, you stayed in the bar?’ asked Frankie, trying to get back on track.

      ‘He asked if I wanted to go back to his hotel with him, he said there was no pressure but that they had a bar that was quiet, where we could talk, and… well, I didn’t need much convincing.’ Tina blushed and Frankie smiled. ‘It’s just that I’ve just been a bit down lately, and he was really nice, and…’

      ‘You don’t have to justify yourself to us.’ Frankie smiled.

      ‘We’ve all been there,’ said Rachel, to which Frankie raised one eyebrow and made a mental note to ask Rachel about that later.

      ‘So, you came back to the hotel?’ Frankie tried to get back on track.

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘And what happened in the foyer?’

      Tina chewed her bottom lip for a moment. ‘Well, we walked in. There were a few people around. I said I needed the loo so Geoff said he’d grab a table and meet me in the bar.’ She took a breath. ‘I was just washing my hands when this woman came in. I smiled at her and made a comment about our dresses. They were really similar, and she said, “Oh yes” but she look flustered and she disappeared into a cubicle and that was that.’

      ‘When you say flustered?’

      ‘Just, like, looking over her shoulder and breathing heavily. Her eyes were darting around.’ Frankie nodded and Tina continued. ‘And then when I went back out into the foyer this guy came up to me shouting and saying that I had disobeyed orders and that I needed to come with him, now.’

      Frankie didn’t say anything and just let Tina speak.

      ‘And, I was like “No, of course not!” I’m not just going to go with some stranger… Well, I know that man in the bar was a stranger, but I’m not going to go with an aggressive stranger, in dark sunglasses and a hat. I couldn’t even see his face. So, I tried to walk away but he grabbed me and as I turned back and told him to get lost, he hit me in the face, bloody hard, and I fell to the floor. There was blood and I freaked out and then he was gone, and I was left sobbing on the floor, with no idea what the hell had just happened.’

      ‘And that’s when Lisa reappeared,’ said Frankie. ‘The other woman in the sparkly dress.’

      Tina nodded, and sniffed back the tears that had started while she told her story.

      ‘She was kind. She asked if I was okay and helped me to my feet. “Let’s get you cleaned up,” she said and we went back into the toilets. “I’m on a date,” I told her. I mean, it wasn’t really a date but it was easier than explaining, and she said that I couldn’t go back to my date looking like this.’ Tina took a breath. ‘That was when I noticed that I had blood all down my dress. Then she offered to swap. “But my dress is ruined,” I said and she said not to worry, that she would send it to the dry cleaners when she got home and that she was only going to bed now so it didn’t matter.’

      Tina glanced at Lisa’s sparkly dress that was now in a heap on Geoff’s hotel room floor and bit her lip before continuing. ‘So, I agreed and we swapped and after I’d cleaned myself up a bit I went to the bar to meet Geoff again. He didn’t even notice that I was wearing a different dress, they were so similar, and he didn’t ask where I’d been, even though I’d been ages. So I just said, “Sorry, I hit my head on the door and cut myself.” He asked if I was okay and I said I was fine but just had to retouch my make-up!’ and he smiled and said, “No need, you were already beautiful.”’

      Frankie smiled and glanced over at Rachel who did a fake retch. Luckily, Tina wasn’t paying attention.

      ‘So, that’s it?’ said Frankie.

      ‘That’s it.’ Tina smiled a timid smile.

      ‘Well, thank you. This has been very helpful.’

      ‘Why do you want to know all this?’ asked Tina.

      Frankie looked at Rachel for reassurance and then back at Tina. ‘The woman who helped you hasn’t been seen since.’

      Tina’s hand shot to her mouth. ‘Oh gosh. I hope she’s okay.’

      ‘Us too.’ Frankie smiled. ‘The police are looking for her. And they are looking for you too. DI Harding will want to have a chat with you, take a statement, so they can investigate the assault.’

      Tina’s eyes widened.

      ‘It’s nothing to worry about. Just tell her exactly what you told us.’

      Tina swallowed hard. ‘I should get dressed.’

      Frankie got up to leave. ‘We’ll leave you to it, but thank you. This has been helpful.’

      Tina sighed. ‘I should never have come back to the hotel. I have a feeling that Geoff is married. I found this in the bathroom.’ She picked up a gold ring from the side table.

      ‘Sorry about that,’ said Frankie.

      ‘You can do better than Geoff,’ said Rachel, peeling herself out of the armchair.

      Tina smiled and let the ladies back out into the corridor.

      ‘Poor woman,’ said Rachel after the door shut behind them. ‘Weird that Lisa would just swap dresses like that, don’t you think?’

      But Frankie didn’t think that that was the weird part. Frankie thought the weird part was Lisa telling Tina she was going to bed, and then walking out of the main door of the hotel, in a blood-stained dress.
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      Rachel messaged DI Harding to tell her that they had an update and her response was:

      
        
          
            
              
        Needed some air. I’m in the park.

      

      

      

      

      

      So, twenty minutes later, after Frankie had gone back to grab a cardigan – the weather couldn’t decide what it was doing – Rachel and Frankie found themselves on a park bench with M&S sandwiches and coffee in cardboard cups waiting for DI Harding to appear.

      ‘How did it go?’ she asked, sitting down next to them.

      ‘I don’t really know,’ said Rachel. ‘I think it helped.’

      ‘Did you get the woman’s name?’

      ‘We got more than her name!’

      ‘You were only supposed to…’ DI Harding sighed. ‘Go on…’

      ‘Well,’ Frankie took over. ‘Tina, the lady in the other sparkly dress, and Lisa, spoke briefly in the toilets before the incident. Tina commented on how their dresses were similar but Lisa didn’t seem to engage. Then Tina came out to rejoin her date who was in the bar and…’

      ‘The random sunglasses man came and punched her in the face,’ Rachel was keen to get to the point.

      ‘Well, yes, not straight away,’ said Frankie. ‘First he told her that she had disobeyed orders and needed to go with him, straight away.’

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Rachel. ‘I forgot about that bit.’ Perhaps she should leave the explaining to Frankie.

      ‘I see.’ DI Harding took out notebook and jotted this down. ‘Tina told you all this?’

      Frankie nodded. ‘But the strange thing was that Lisa told Tina that she was going to bed–’

      Rachel interrupted. ‘Even if you were going to bed surely you wouldn’t just swap dresses with some random stranger, especially a stranger covered in blood!’

      ‘So they did swap dresses?’ asked DI Harding.

      ‘Yes,’ said Frankie. ‘Tina said that Lisa offered to because Tina told her she was on a date.’

      ‘It is really odd,’ said Rachel.

      ‘But as I was saying,’ said Frankie, as Rachel realised that she had interrupted her again. ‘The strange thing was that after they had swapped dresses, and after Lisa saying she was going to bed, she walked out of the main door of the hotel, in a blood-stained dress. We saw her on the CCTV.’

      ‘And she hasn’t been seen since,’ added Rachel. ‘Well, except by the witness who said she looked distressed.’

      ‘Which is odd,’ said Frankie. ‘Because from what Tina said, she sounded pretty calm.’

      ‘Hmm.’ DI Harding tapped her notebook. ‘Do we think that Tina’s attack was meant for Lisa? They were wearing virtually the same dress; they looked similar. Maybe she knew that, and maybe that was why she was distressed.’

      ‘Maybe,’ mused Frankie.

      ‘You tell us,’ said Rachel. ‘You’re the detective.’

      ‘Well, you two are doing a pretty convincing job of being detectives.’

      ‘Maybe Lisa did think that the attack was meant for her, so once she had helped Tina, she went back out to find and confront the attacker.’ Although it seemed reckless, Frankie had a point, it was a possibility… but who would want to hurt Lisa?

      They all sat in silence for a moment and watched a squirrel run around the grass in front of them, trying to work out whether it was better to collect acorns or Cheesy Wotsits left by some messy picnickers.

      Eventually DI Harding cleared her throat and said, as if she could read Rachel’s mind, ‘Do you know of anyone who might have a grudge with Lisa or a reason to,’ she took a breath, ‘want her dead?’

      ‘Do you think she’s dead?’ Rachel’s face fell.

      ‘I have to consider all the possibilities.’

      Frankie was shaking her head.

      ‘No,’ said Rachel. ‘There’s no way. She’s just a normal happy-go-lucky woman. Why would anyone possibly want to kill her?’

      ‘Listen,’ said DI Harding. ‘The truth is that we don’t know that anyone would, but I’m afraid, from what we’ve seen on the CCTV, we have to consider it as a possibility. We have been drawing blanks on any reason to wander off, but we have seen that there was someone in the hotel last night attacking a woman who looked like Lisa. She could very well have been the intended target. Which could mean that she still is.’

      Rachel nodded, unable to find the words to respond with.

      Luckily Frankie helped her out. ‘How can we be sure of this?’

      DI Harding sighed, and Rachel hoped that this meant she was struggling with all this herself and not that she was exasperated with them.

      ‘We can’t be sure, but we have to look into it as a possibility, especially as Lisa is still missing.’

      Rachel’s eyes widened. ‘She might be in danger.’

      ‘Exactly.’

      ‘Can we go back and have another look at the CCTV?’ asked Rachel. ‘What did he look like? The guy in the sunglasses. Were there any decent shots of him?’

      ‘I’m afraid not,’ said DI Harding. ‘The hood, hat and sunglasses covered most of his face, and he managed to dodge all the cameras on the way in and did not look up once for us to get a good look.’

      ‘He knew what he was doing,’ said Frankie.

      Rachel rubbed her cheeks. ‘Any distinguishing marks on his clothing?’

      DI Harding smiled. ‘You are getting the hang of this, but no, nothing.’

      ‘What have we missed?’ She tapped her fingers on the wooden bench.

      Maybe it was annoying because DI Harding got up suddenly and said, ‘Right, I’m off. I’m going to get back and have another look through the footage. You are right; maybe we did miss something.’

      ‘Before you go,’ said Rachel. ‘Did you find out the full name and details of Geoff from room two-one-one?’

      ‘Erm, yes I think that one of the officers got them from the hotel reception. He’s not a suspect though.’

      ‘Oh, I know, I just…’

      ‘Rachel?’

      ‘I wanted to know if he was a dick or not. Tina seemed to think he was married and I thought I’d see if I could find out because, well, she was nice.’

      ‘I’ll see what I can do,’ said DI Harding. ‘But remember, that is not your problem.’

      ‘I know,’ said Rachel. ‘Well, see you later. We may as well stay here and finish our sandwiches. I’m bloody starving!’

      Frankie nodded in agreement and DI Harding disappeared out of the park.

      Frankie was still nodding as Rachel turned back to look at her. ‘Are you okay?’

      ‘She did miss something.’

      ‘What?’

      ‘On the CCTV,’ explained Frankie. ‘I saw something that DI Harding didn’t spot.’

      ‘Okay.’

      ‘He seemed to loiter for a bit, the guy in the sunglasses, at the edge of the shot while he waited for Lisa, well Tina, and he was looking around. You still couldn’t quite see his face but he dropped something. It just fell out of his pocket and went behind a plant pot.’

      ‘Why didn’t you tell DI Harding?’ asked Rachel. ‘She could have sent an officer to look for it.’ Or we could have looked for it.

      ‘It was just a scrunched-up bit of paper. Probably just a receipt. I didn’t want to send them on a wild goose chase.’

      ‘It might have been nothing. It might not even be there anymore. I guess it depends how thorough the cleaners are,’ said Rachel. She thought for a moment. ‘But it might have been useful. Even a receipt might have given us clues to his earlier movements.’

      ‘I know,’ said Frankie. ‘That’s why I went back to look for it when I said I was getting my cardigan.’

      It was at that exact moment that Rachel realised that Frankie still wasn’t wearing a cardigan. And she called herself a detective.

      ‘And?’

      ‘And,’ said Frankie. ‘It was still there.’
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      Frankie rummaged around in her pocket and produced a crumpled piece of paper which she placed in Rachel’s open palm.

      Rachel opened it slowly. Very slowly. Was she trying to add drama? She looked down at the crinkly piece of paper and tried to smooth it out with her thumbs. ‘It’s a receipt,’ she said, stating the obvious. ‘For a car garage.’

      ‘Yes,’ Frankie felt her cheeks flush as she thought about the kind of full body wax she had originally thought the receipt was for. ‘A car wax.’ She bit her lip.

      Rachel seemed to notice her embarrassment. ‘Did you think…?’

      ‘I told Trace that I wanted a refund on my full body wax as my legs were still hairy,’ she said, putting her hand to her forehead which she assumed was now a very bright shade of crimson.

      ‘Trace?’

      ‘She saw me picking up the receipt so I had to pretend it was mine!’

      Rachel laughed out loud and let out an accidental snort. ‘You muppet.’

      Frankie groaned. ‘Okay, that is fair. I know I’m a muppet, but at least it threw her off the scent. Although it’s thrown us off the scent a bit too, hasn’t it?’

      ‘So, what now?’ asked Rachel, and Frankie didn’t know the answer.

      But then she did. ‘We need to talk to Trace.’

      ‘Really? Of all the people, that is not who I would have expected you to say.’

      ‘When I saw her earlier, with the receipt, I was so embarrassed that I needed to get out of there, but she said she had something to tell us.’

      Frankie had popped back into the hotel foyer under the pretence of grabbing a cardigan, even though it wasn’t cold. She had wanted to see what she was dealing with before she decided to whom she would divulge whatever information she found.

      She headed straight for the plant pot and peered behind it. She was so set on the task in hand that she didn’t think for a moment that she might look strange, or that anyone might be watching her, but as she reached for the bit of paper that she could see lying on the floor, a voice made her jump.

      ‘Are you all right, Frankie? What are you doing?’

      ‘Shit! I mean, gosh. Trace, you frightened the life out of me.’

      ‘You’re not thinking of nicking the plant are you?’ asked Trace, with a grin. ‘The mini bottles of shampoo are fine, and the pots of jam at the breakfast buffet, but they normally draw the line at the potted plants.’

      ‘Ha, no, don’t be silly.’ Frankie laughed. ‘Although it is a nice plant.’

      It was lovely and could have filled the weird gap in her hallway. But then she remembered that Billy was like a bull in a china shop when he came home from school, and she was bound to end up clearing up soil and bits of plant from in amongst the pile of shoes in her hallway. And she also then remembered that the plant was not for sale and that she was not in a garden centre but was in the foyer of the hotel trying to think of an excuse as to why she was picking up a scrunched up piece of paper from behind a plant pot.

      ‘Ha, no, I just dropped this and…’ She unravelled the piece of paper and saw that it was a receipt. ‘…needed it to get a refund.’

      Trace peered down at the receipt in Frankie’s hand. Could a woman have no secrets?

      ‘So, you weren’t happy with your full body wax then?’

      Frankie felt her cheeks getting hot as she looked at the receipt and took in what the receipt was for. It was indeed for a full body wax. How strange. ‘No, not at all. They, er, missed a few bits so I’ve still got some hairy patches.’ Trace scrunched her nose up and Frankie wanted to curl up and die. ‘Still, got the receipt now so will get that sorted.’

      ‘I thought you were busy looking for Lisa.’

      ‘Yes, I was.’ Frankie wondered how she had got herself into this ridiculous fictional situation. ‘I mean, I am, but this just popped into my mind and well, it’s hard to concentrate when you look like King-Kong. Anyway, got it now so I must get back to it. See you later, Trace.’

      She went to walk off but Trace was still hovering next to her. She wasn’t giving her a funny look, which was strange in itself, considering the nonsense she had just babbled. Instead she looked nervous.

      ‘Is everything okay, Trace?’

      ‘Yes, I mean, it’s just…’ Frankie had never seen Trace look nervous before and was surprised when her voice shook. ‘I think I need to tell you something.’

      ‘And then what?’ asked Rachel, very keen for Frankie to finish the story.

      ‘Well, that’s it. I made my excuses and left. I was so embarrassed.’

      Rachel looked at Frankie with her eyebrows raised and then burst into hysterical laughter.

      ‘What’s so funny?’

      ‘King-Kong,’ Rachel just about managed to say between fits of laughter. ‘Honestly, Frankie, that is an image I won’t be able to shake for a while.’

      Frankie rolled her eyes. ‘I just panicked and said the first thing that came into my head.’

      ‘Which was King-Kong?’ Rachel was still tittering.

      ‘All right, I know it was ridiculous. Can we stop focusing on that now and focus on the fact that Trace wants to tell us something.’

      ‘Why didn’t she just tell you there and then?’ It was a good question.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Frankie. ‘She was acting like it was top secret so I guess she didn’t want to blurt it out in such a public place. But I had to come and meet you and DI Harding so I told her I’d speak to her when we were back.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Rachel. ‘So what are we waiting for?’

      They got up and started walking towards the exit of the park.

      ‘Such a beautiful day,’ said Frankie, breathing in the air.

      Two women jogged past and Rachel said, ‘Honestly, some people know how to ruin a lovely day, don’t they? A stroll through the park is much more “me” than sweating my tits off.’

      Frankie laughed, more out of politeness than because she had found what Rachel had said funny.

      ‘Actually that reminds me,’ Rachel continued. ‘We should talk to Amy and Beth again too. There is definitely something weird going on between those two.’

      Frankie smiled. ‘Lots to be getting on with. We’d better hurry up… shall we jog back?’
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      Trace had been thinking about it ever since her chat with Frankie and Rachel earlier.

      And now, sitting in the hotel foyer, she had also been wondering why Frankie had been acting so strangely, digging around behind a plant. It was very odd, but she didn’t have the headspace to focus on that now. She had to tell both Frankie and Rachel the truth.

      She wasn’t worrying about what she had told them, but she was worrying about what she hadn’t. She had left out a potentially important detail. It had just been her instinct not to mention it. She figured that she must have been concerned about how Frankie and Rachel might react, and whether it would help the search for Lisa or hinder it. But now she felt like it needed to be said.

      Plus, she had told Frankie she had something to tell her and Frankie had kept her promise of popping back to see her as soon as their other important business was done, so there was no going back. She was going to have to tell them.

      She took a deep breath. ‘It might be nothing.’

      Rachel nodded back at her but lifted her eyebrows expectantly.

      ‘I mean it probably is… nothing, I mean.’

      ‘Well, we can’t help you decide whether it’s something or nothing if you don’t tell us what it is, Trace.’

      Trace bit her lip. Rachel was right. A problem shared is a problem halved, after all. That’s what they say, isn’t it? So did telling Rachel and Frankie mean that her problem was divided by three? The problem being that she was the only person who knew this information and she didn’t like the burden of not knowing whether or not she should tell anyone, but also that she promised to keep it a secret and didn’t like the thought of breaking that trust and…

      ‘Trace?’ Frankie looked directly at her. ‘You said you had something to tell us.’

      ‘She’s broke!’ Trace blurted out.

      ‘Pardon?’

      Trace breathed out slowly as the weight of this secret suddenly lifted from her shoulders. ‘She’s completely broke, as in she has no money.’

      ‘Who is?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Lisa!’

      ‘Oh!’ said Rachel. ‘Right. So, she told you that?’

      Trace nodded. ‘I don’t think she meant to, but we were chatting and it just kind of slipped out. Maybe subconsciously she wanted to tell somebody, I’m not really sure. But she made me cross my heart and promise not to tell anyone else, especially not Natasha.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Rachel.

      ‘You’re not going to tell her, are you?’

      Rachel scratched her forehead and looked at Frankie who shook her head. ‘I don’t think we need to at this point.’ An awkward silence hung in the air for a moment before Frankie added, ‘Earlier someone said she was being careful with money but now you’re saying she was flat-out broke. Why didn’t you just tell me?’

      ‘I just… She asked me not to and…’ Frankie is a fine one to talk anyway. Trace knew she was lying about the receipt she had picked up. She’d seen it was for the full body wax of a car.

      ‘What’s changed?’

      ‘Well, she’s missing.’

      ‘She was missing earlier.’ Rachel had a point.

      ‘But that was earlier and she’s still missing and now everyone’s really getting worried.’ Trace let out a massive sigh. This is all getting a bit much.

      ‘Not worried enough to look for her,’ said Rachel, almost under her breath.

      ‘What?’ Trace wasn’t sure if she’d heard her right. ‘What do you mean? Do you mean us?’

      ‘No, not really. I meant Dale, Lisa’s other half really.’

      ‘Why, have you spoken to him?’

      ‘Natasha called him and he seemed worried, but he just said he’d wait by the phone.’

      Trace thought for a moment. ‘Perhaps he thought that would be helpful?’

      ‘I’m sure he did.’ Rachel sighed. ‘And I guess it is, but if that was me…’

      ‘You’d be running all over town until you found her?’

      ‘Exactly!’

      Trace agreed. It did seem strange. ‘Maybe he’s pissed off, thinking she stayed over somewhere random, with someone random?’

      Rachel shrugged. ‘Who knows? Anyway, are you sure she’s broke? She was the only one that splashed out for her own hotel room.’

      ‘I guess she didn’t really know anyone that well to share a room with.’

      ‘I guess so,’ said Rachel. ‘And it sounds like she didn’t want to admit to Natasha that she was struggling financially.’

      ‘Of course she didn’t. They are influencers, aren’t they?’

      ‘Is that a question?’ Rachel looked confused.

      ‘I’m just saying that it’s all about the image, isn’t it?’

      ‘Even though they are cousins?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Especially cos they are cousins. Getting her own room, wearing a fancy dress, buying rounds of drinks, it’s all part of the act. Acting the part. Being whoever you say you are online.’

      ‘Well,’ said Rachel. ‘She acted it very convincingly.’

      Trace nodded. Lisa really did. She couldn’t imagine being that worried about what other people thought about you. She had always done what she liked, worn what she liked, said what she liked, and worried about the consequences afterwards, or not worried about them at all.

      Although she was glad that she had told Rachel and Frankie about Lisa’s money troubles, she still didn’t really know whether that had anything to do with her going missing. But they were the detectives, albeit amateur ones, so the weight of the secret had lifted from her shoulders.

      ‘So, the question is, does Lisa being short of cash have anything to do with her disappearance?’ It seemed that Rachel was wondering the same thing.

      ‘I was about to ask you the same question.’

      ‘Well, let’s think about it,’ said Rachel, and Trace smiled as she got out her notebook. She is really getting into this detective role that she has taken on. ‘Maybe she had got herself caught up in something stupid in order to make some cash.’

      ‘You mean like prostitution?’ Frankie looked shocked by her own suggestion.

      ‘Or drugs?’ Trace added.

      Rachel grimaced. ‘I don’t know what I mean, and I can’t see Lisa getting caught up in anything like that. No! Maybe I am well off the mark.’

      Trace was silent. She agreed, but she was also worried that Lisa’s financial situation must have something to do with her disappearance. It was just too much of a coincidence. Plus, people do stupid things when they are desperate for money and she was really worried that that was exactly what Lisa had done.

      Something stupid.

      ‘So, what next?’ Trace asked.

      ‘Next,’ said Rachel. ‘Frankie and I need to sit and talk this all through.’ And Trace remembered that she wasn’t Rachel’s investigative compadre. She had let herself believe she was for a moment, but she wasn’t. Frankie was. Trace wasn’t part of the team and she felt a weird sensation that she soon realised was jealousy.

      She wished she had someone who she was that close to. She had Natasha, but Natasha didn’t count as she wasn’t sure that anyone could ever really feel close to Natasha. She always felt as though she was following along as part of her entourage, as opposed to really being a friend.

      She took a deep breath. ‘Yes,’ she said, putting on a fake smile. ‘You guys go and do your thing. Let me know when you’ve solved it.’
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      Frankie couldn’t help but think about last time she was in the hotel foyer, when Trace had pounced on her and she was trying to act casual and nonchalant but failing miserably. Playing detective, but trying to pretend to Trace like she wasn’t.

      It made her cringe.

      Sitting there now, with Rachel and Trace, on some faded, once stylish armchairs, watching people pass by with shopping bags or suitcases, in work clothes or dressed up for an outing, made her wonder just how suspicious she had looked bent over a plant pot and rummaging around behind it. She had a sudden thought and wondered whether DI Harding or Paul had spotted her doing it. Hopefully they had moved on from monitoring the CCTV too closely.

      The other thing that Frankie wondered was whether Lisa being broke changed anything. It tied in with what Beth said about her being short of cash, but if someone had hurt her or abducted her, then her financial situation was irrelevant. Although it did mean that she had no means of bargaining with them.

      As she pondered these things she spotted something that might be more useful.

      Someone in fact.

      A woman in her twenties, with pink hair and an attitude, walked into the hotel foyer. She missed the dress code by a day. There was something about her that caught Frankie’s eye and it wasn’t just the pink hair.

      Frankie remained silent. Ears on the conversation with Rachel and Trace, and eyes on the pink-haired woman. It’s probably nothing… But the woman started to take photos with her phone. She wasn’t even doing it discreetly, but no one else seemed to notice. Why would they? Everyone is always taking photos with their phones these days, that wasn’t unusual. It was what she was taking photos of that was the strange thing. Frankie wouldn’t have noticed if she hadn’t been on high alert, but she recognised the face and she recognised the pink hair; and the woman seemed to be taking photos of the police and their various activities.

      After Trace left to go back to her room, Rachel sighed and asked, ‘What now?’

      ‘I just want to check something quickly.’ Frankie smiled, and took out her phone. Rachel did the same. Maybe she had her own thing to check regarding the investigation, or maybe she just wanted to check that Phil was under control with the kids.

      Frankie wanted to know that too, but she had to focus on the task in hand. She opened Instagram and located @MumFan456 quickly, as she was right there at the top of her feed. Her latest post was a picture of the police tape, and the crowd of people gathered around it in their hotel lobby.

      @MumFan456 was at their hotel. She was either a proper fan, or a stalker, depending on how you looked at it.

      Frankie read the post.

      
        
        Awful scenes at the hotel where @LuckyLisasLooks was staying. There is still no sign of our queen but the police are turning the place upside down. Pray for Lisa. #saveourqueen #hotelhorror #whyisthisnotheadlinenews

      

      

      Frankie blew out a large puff of air. What is @MumFan456 playing at? Is this all about proving she’s Lisa’s number one fan?

      She decided to message her again.

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: Sorry we got off on the wrong foot before. Just seen your latest post. Do you really think that Lisa’s in danger?

      

      

      

      

      

      The pink-haired woman took her phone out of her pocket and looked at the screen. She typed something and then PING!

      
        
          
            
              
        @MumFan456: Yes!

      

      

      

      

      

      It was her!

      
        
          
            
              
        She would have contacted someone by now if she was okay.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Why aren’t the police doing more to find her?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Before it’s too late?

      

      

      

      

      

      @MumFan456 was one of those people who was trigger happy with the send key so your feed was soon full of lots of little messages after a flurry of pings.

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: I feel the same.

      

      

      

      

      

      Frankie was trying to get her on side.

      
        
          
            
              
        Have you seen anything… or anyone suspicious?

      

      

      

      

      

      She waited a while for a reply to this one. It was strange watching someone as they replied to you. Or didn’t in this case. @MumFan456 was just staring at her phone. She glanced around the foyer, then eventually:

      
        
          
            
              
        @MumFan456: Nothing I’m afraid.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: I just don’t know why anyone would want to hurt her.

      

      

      

      

      

      As Frankie typed this she was thinking; well, a fat lot of help you are, but of course she didn’t say that.

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: Did you take the photo on your post?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: Yes, why?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: Well, your photo was like in the foyer. I haven’t seen anything like that on the news. How did you get so close?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: I just walked in.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: But, how did you know where she was staying?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: Who are you, the police or something?

      

      

      

      

      

      The pink-haired woman standing in front of her looked around the room and over each shoulder. She was asking too many questions. She needed to rein it in.

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: God no! You are just like so cool to be on her tail like that. #numberonefan

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      She seemed to have won her back. Phew!

      
        
          
            
              
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: So, the big question is…

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: Yes…?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: If you had kidnapped her, where would you take her?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: Don’t!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I can’t!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        It’s like, way too emosh!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I just have this awful feeling…

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: Why so pessimistic?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @MumFan456: You’re right. We should pray she’s still alive and well.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        @FrankieDrawsDoodles: Exactly! So, do you want to meet up and try and find her together?

      

      

      

      

      

      After the quick back and forth of the previous messages, the radio silence was strange. @MumFan456 clearly didn’t want to meet Frankie. But why? Does she think I’m the police, or a reporter, or a rival? Frankie couldn’t work it out, but she was convinced that getting in the same room as this woman would be helpful. Obviously they were in the same room now, but Frankie wanted to meet her, properly, face to face, and she thought that just walking over to her would massively freak her out.

      Then a thought struck her. @MumFan456 was clearly suspicious of Frankie, but should Frankie actually be suspicious of her? She had no proof that she was the pink-haired woman in the videos online. People could be really fake on social media. What if she was one of those catfish people? She might not be as in love with Lisa as she says she is. She could want to hurt her and she was now at the hotel, posing as a fan.

      Or am I just being paranoid? Am I the catfish for pretending to be a fan of Lisa myself?

      ‘Who are you texting?’ asked Rachel, snapping Frankie out of her thoughts.

      Should I tell her? Frankie suddenly felt way out of her depth. She needed Rachel to pull her up to the surface. They were a team after all and she couldn’t do this on her own. She was so confused. The Jam Sandwich Detectives needed to work together. She needed to clear her head and work with her friend.

      And then, they needed to find Lisa.

      Her phone pinged.

      
        
          
            
              
        @MumFan456: Sure, I’ll meet you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        As long as you come alone.
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      Frankie was acting oddly.

      Suddenly needing to be somewhere else after all the mysterious texting, leaving Rachel sat back in their room twiddling her thumbs. It was very unlike Frankie to be so secretive.

      But rather than sulk about it, Rachel decided to talk it all through with Trace. After all, she had seemed almost disappointed when they had basically dismissed her earlier. Plus, Rachel felt like there was a bit more juice she could squeeze out of Trace.

      She headed for the lifts and when she got to Trace’s room she asked, ‘Fancy a coffee? I’ve decided I need to get out of here for a bit.’

      Trace’s eyes lit up. ‘Me? Um, sure. At the breakfast bar?’

      ‘No, let’s go out and find somewhere. I need a change of scenery to help clear my head.’

      ‘Great idea.’ Trace beamed. ‘I saw this great little place on the way here yesterday.’

      ‘Perfect,’ said Rachel. ‘Show me the way.’

      Trace bounced along the corridor. ‘This is all very exciting,’ she said, and then while they were in the lift she asked, ‘What happened to Frankie?’

      ‘Oh, she’s busy looking into another line of enquiry.’ That sounded surprisingly professional. Then defensively, Rachel added, ‘We are not joined at the hip you know,’ which sounded less so.

      She followed Trace out of the revolving door and along the bustling city streets. Once they’d got past the police tape outside the hotel entrance, the world was just carrying on as normal, as if someone hadn’t just gone missing from the hotel lobby a few streets away. And for a moment Rachel could imagine a world where their friend – well, friend’s cousin – wasn’t missing.

      ‘It’s surprisingly easy, isn’t it?’ mused Rachel.

      ‘What is?’

      ‘To just disappear without a trace.’

      Trace giggled. ‘But you are disappearing with one.’

      Rachel scrunched up her forehead. ‘What?’

      ‘I’m a “trace”!’

      ‘Oh yes.’ Rachel smiled. ‘I hadn’t even realised.’

      ‘You’re right though. It is so easy to disappear and it shouldn’t be. Someone must have seen something, or she must have said something to someone. You were there when I left last night, Rach. Who else was Lisa speaking to? Whoever it was could be the missing piece to our puzzle.’

      Trace was right. The last person to speak to Lisa must hold a clue. Even if it was just what Lisa’s intended movements were, they must know something. The problem was that Rachel thought she knew who the last person to speak to Lisa might have been.

      And that person was her.

      She had been talking to everyone else, interviewing them, grilling them, searching for clues, but did she herself hold the key all along? If she did then her memory was not allowing her to find it.

      ‘If only I could remember,’ she mumbled under her breath.

      ‘Do you know what you should do?’ said Trace.

      Rachel looked up at her, hoping she had the answer.

      ‘You should re-trace your steps. Go back to where you last spoke to Lisa. Sit in the same spot. Drink the same drink. Maybe it will jog your memory.’

      Rachel felt herself retch a little at the thought. ‘I’m not sure drinking the same drink will help.’ She had no memory of what her last drink had been but was pretty sure whatever it was, she wouldn’t fancy a glass right now. She held her stomach. ‘But sitting in the same spot is worth a try. Let’s go.’

      ‘What, now?’

      ‘Yes, why wait?’

      ‘I thought we were going to get a coffee.’

      Rachel could see that Trace looked a bit gutted about them cancelling their, albeit fairly recently organised, plans, so she tried to make her feel better. ‘They might sell coffee there.’ It didn’t work.

      ‘Fine,’ said Trace. ‘But you’re paying.’

      ‘I will,’ said Rachel. She glanced around. ‘Now I just need to remember how to get there.’

      Trace rolled her eyes.

      ‘I think it might be this way,’ said Rachel, with more confidence than she felt. ‘Yeah, it definitely looks familiar.’

      ‘I thought it was nearer than this,’ said Trace, as she stopped and put her hands on her hips.

      ‘No, honestly, I am sure it is just around this corner.’

      They turned the corner and to Rachel’s amazement, there was the bingo bar, right in front of them. Maybe she should trust her memory more. It wasn’t much to look at from the outside, but Rachel could remember the silver diamonds on the black doors.

      ‘Well, I should never have doubted you.’ Trace looked impressed. ‘Is it even open?’

      ‘Of course it’s open. They do brunch, don’t they?’

      ‘Yeah, bottomless brunch! But I just want a coffee really.’

      They walked up to the entrance and someone was just opening the doors.

      ‘Brunch doesn’t start until four I’m afraid, ladies.’

      ‘Four?’ said Rachel. ‘That is not brunch, it’s not even lunch, it’s basically dinner!’

      ‘We just want a coffee if you can do that?’ Trace seemed to exude more patience and politeness than Rachel did, and she was glad of that.

      ‘Go on then,’ said the staff member, with an inhospitable sigh. ‘If it’s just coffee.’

      ‘Wow, nothing like great customer service,’ said Rachel, under her breath, but then she grinned widely as the woman, who looked very much like she did not want to be there, led them inside and reluctantly switched on the coffee machine.

      Rachel stopped in her tracks, and not just because her foot was stuck on the layer of congealed alcohol that lined the floor. She had also remembered something. There was something about the smell, the lighting, and the sticky floor that was jogging her memory of last night. She stood still trying to make sense of the flashes of memory and piecing them together into something coherent.

      ‘I spoke to her,’ said Rachel, in a sudden moment of realisation. ‘I spoke to Lisa.’

      ‘Yes,’ said Trace. ‘I told you, you were speaking to her for ages.’

      ‘Yes, but I mean I really spoke to her.’ It suddenly all came flooding back. She had spoken to Lisa at length about the things that really mattered. This wasn’t small talk, this was the big stuff. Lisa had opened up to her and Rachel had listened.

      She was letting the cogs turn in her mind and it was very slowly clicking into place.

      ‘I could do with some caffeine,’ she said suddenly. ‘Any sign of that coffee?’

      ‘I’m pretty sure they’ve gone to Colombia to pick the beans!’ said Trace, which brought a brief smile to Rachel’s face.

      ‘This is really working, Trace. Great idea! I can feel my brain churning back into action.’ She was desperately trying to remember last night. ‘Where were we standing?’

      ‘You and Lisa?’

      Rachel nodded.

      ‘You were sat over there for a while in that booth.’ Trace pointed to a booth in a dark corner of the room and Rachel followed her gaze.

      ‘Yes,’ she said. ‘That does look familiar.’ She marched over to the booth and sat down in it, then a cup appeared in front of her.

      ‘Your coffee, madam,’ said the grumpy employee. ‘That’ll be three quid.’ She hovered over her until Rachel tapped her card on the machine.

      ‘Thank you,’ said Rachel, pleasantly surprised at the price. ‘That’s very reasonable.’ She took a sip and spat the whole mouthful back out. ‘Shit… that tastes like, well, shit!’

      ‘Reasonably priced shit!’ Trace raised her eyebrows.

      They sat in silence for a moment sipping their bitter coffee. Rachel shut her eyes and let her mind wander back to the previous night. The hum of a vacuum cleaner and the tinny sound of a radio was all she could hear. She tried to picture sitting in the exact same spot but with music and chatter and Lisa beside her. What did they talk about? She could remember Lisa saying something about Natasha; the usual small talk about how beautiful she looked, and wasn’t her dress nice and she didn’t look forty-two, did she? Rachel had nodded and agreed with everything that Lisa said, but now she could remember that it seemed a little false.

      ‘Is the bar open yet?’ asked Rachel, suddenly.

      She noted the surprised look on Trace’s face as she responded, ‘Um…?’

      ‘I just think that maybe you’re right and a watered down too-sweet cocktail might help jog the last bit of my memory,’ she clarified.

      ‘Well, it would be the first time drinking had ever helped someone to remember the night before.’ Trace laughed.

      Rachel wasn’t sure whether she was surprised or not when the grumpy staff member poured them both a cocktail without questioning it, and she was pleased that the smell jogged her memory before she even had to take a sip. She hadn’t been sure whether she would be able to stomach it. As soon as she caught a whiff of the sugary, fruity, boozy drink she remembered Lisa saying, ‘You need a bloody drink to cope with that woman!’

      Was she talking about Natasha?

      Rachel took a sip of the unusually coloured drink and with that sip, which tasted both sweet and tart at the same time, the whole conversation came flooding back.

      ‘She was moaning about… Natasha! What are you doing here?’ The woman herself had appeared out of nowhere and was standing right in front of her.

      ‘I could ask you two the same question,’ said Natasha with a flinty look in her eye.

      Rachel was too flustered about seeing Natasha to think about her answer, so she just told the truth. ‘I thought coming back might jog my memory about last night.’ Natasha continued to look straight at Rachel, so she felt like she needed to elaborate. ‘I could remember talking to Lisa, but was trying to remember what she said to me.’

      Natasha nodded. ‘So, who or what was she moaning about?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘When I walked over you said she was moaning about…’

      ‘Yes!’ said Rachel, desperately trying to think of something but to no avail.

      ‘So, who was she moaning about?’

      ‘I just can’t remember,’ Rachel said eventually. ‘She was definitely moaning about something, but I just can’t put my finger on what it was.’ She swallowed, hoping that Natasha was buying this. ‘Perhaps I need another cocktail to jog my memory.’ She stood up.

      ‘You haven’t finished that one yet, Rach,’ said Trace. ‘We should pace ourselves today.’

      ‘Gosh yes, you’re right,’ agreed Rachel, looking at her watch. ‘Plus, I’ve just remembered I need to get back and catch up with Frankie. You guys stay here. Must dash.’ And she left before either of them had the chance to argue.

      She dialled Frankie’s number as soon as she made it back out into the fresh air. ‘Can we meet? We need to talk?’

      After a beat she spoke again. ‘Our hotel room would be best; I need to make sure no one is listening.’

      She waited. ‘Half an hour!’ she exclaimed. ‘What can you possibly be doing that’s so… Fine, okay, half an hour it is.’

      Weird, thought Rachel. I thought we were a team.
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      Rachel’s call sounded cryptic.

      Frankie often found that Rachel made things unnecessarily enigmatic, as though she was trying to add to the mystery and drama of it all. Frankie realised that she secretly liked this too.

      She had seemed a little put out about having to wait to talk to Frankie, but if Rachel was allowed to add mystery, then so was she!

      Frankie knew that meeting @MumFan456 alone was a bit of a stupid idea. But she also knew that if Rachel was with her, the pink-haired woman would run a mile and they would never get any information out of her.

      She was back in the park. It wasn’t far from the hotel and Frankie had suggested it as it was away from the CCTV. She didn’t want DI Harding jumping in and questioning what she was doing until she knew a bit more about @MumFan456. Frankie was sat on the edge of the fountain which she thought would be an easy place to locate someone she had never met. Of course the pink hair would help too but Frankie was worried that she herself would just blend into the background. She used to like blending in but lately she has wanted to stand out a little more.

      ‘So, how long have you been a fan of Lisa?’ asked @MumFan456, making Frankie jump.

      Apparently I don’t have to worry about blending in. ‘Hello to you too,’ said Frankie. ‘You frightened the life out of me.’

      ‘Frankie?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘I’m Chantelle.’

      ‘Nice to meet you, Chantelle.’

      ‘So, how long then?’ Chantelle asked again.

      ‘Um, well…’

      ‘You can cut the bullshit, Frankie. I know you are friends with her. You were tagged in Natasha’s photo of your night out.’

      Shit! Frankie didn’t have an answer to that so she said, ‘Well that doesn’t stop me being a fan.’

      Chantelle rolled her eyes. ‘But it does stop me trusting you.’

      Frankie needed to play this carefully. ‘Okay, Chantelle,’ she said, calmly. ‘So I know her, but we both want the same thing, you and I, we both want to find Lisa.’

      ‘Well, I certainly do,’ agreed Chantelle. ‘The problem is, you are friends with that awful cousin of hers too.’

      Friends is a strong word, thought Frankie, though she didn’t say it. Natasha barely spoke to her and Rachel before inviting them on this weekend away.

      ‘Well, I know her yes,’ said Frankie.

      ‘You know her well enough to be on her birthday night out!’

      Frankie knew how it looked, like they were besties, but thought explaining would only make it all seem stranger.

      ‘So, I’m afraid I’m out.’ Chantelle had gone full Dragon’s Den all of a sudden.

      ‘What do you mean you’re out?’ asked Frankie, but it was too late. Chantelle has already turned and was literally, out of there.
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        * * *

      

      ‘So, what’s the goss?’ asked Frankie, plonking herself down on the bed back in the semi-comfort of her and Rachel’s hotel room.

      ‘Well, I’ve been back to the bingo!’ said Rachel.

      ‘What? Why on earth?’

      ‘I thought it might help me remember.’

      ‘And did it?’

      ‘Well, yes actually.’ Rachel nodded. ‘I had this whole flashback of talking to Lisa and I think that she was slagging off Natasha.’

      ‘Are you kidding me?’

      ‘Why is that so surprising?’ Rachel asked.

      Frankie was worried about telling Rachel that she had met up with Chantelle. ‘It’s just, well, Natasha’s name has come up where I’ve been digging too.’

      ‘Where have you been…?’

      ‘That doesn’t matter, but we should definitely have another look at her.’ Frankie smiled and tried to deflect the conversation. ‘And the other thing we need to look at is the receipt.’

      ‘I mean it’s just a receipt from a car garage. Nothing out of the ordinary there, is there?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Frankie. ‘It has just been playing on my mind. Maybe it would be worth a visit, just in case.’

      Rachel nodded. ‘Okay, Frankie, I like this. You’ve got your detective hat on.’

      ‘Should we talk to Natasha first? We could tell her we’re just updating her as to where we’re going?’ said Frankie. ‘Y’know, just to keep her up to speed with what’s happening.’

      ‘Absolutely not,’ hissed Rachel, which took Frankie by surprise.

      ‘Rach? What’s going on?’

      ‘I think we need to keep everything to ourselves for the time being. Something has been going on between Lisa and Natasha, and they are not as pally-pally as they have led us to believe.’

      ‘Really?’ Frankie thought back over the evening, but didn’t remember noticing any tension.

      ‘They hide it well,’ said Rachel, apparently reading her mind.

      ‘Okay,’ said Frankie. ‘So, let’s keep out of her way for now then. Shall we go to this garage? How far away is it?’

      Rachel tapped the details into her phone. ‘Not far, we can get a cab.’

      ‘Maybe we should mention it to DI Harding though,’ said Frankie, putting her sensible hat on. ‘The garage might not have anything to do with anything, but one of their customers has just attacked someone, so it might be worth someone knowing where we are.’

      ‘Agreed,’ said Rachel, and Frankie was pleasantly surprised that she was taking her advice.
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        * * *

      

      After they had told DI Harding their plan and persuaded her that they would be fine to go on their own, they reluctantly handed over the receipt to be bagged up as evidence, hopped into a taxi outside the hotel, and made their way to Manor Road Motors.

      ‘This is a good idea, isn’t it?’ asked Frankie, for reassurance.

      ‘Of course not,’ said Rachel. ‘It’s a terrible idea, but if it helps us find Lisa then it’s worth the risk.’

      Frankie nodded and thought about little Billy at home, or rather at Rachel’s home. They were mums, with responsibilities; they shouldn’t be taking silly risks. Then she thought about Lisa. They had absolutely no idea where she was. When Frankie herself had been kidnapped by Jane only a matter of months ago, Rachel had stopped at nothing until she found her, so she owed it to Rachel to back her up on this one too. They would find Lisa, and she would be safe and well.

      She hoped.

      ‘There it is,’ she said, as she spotted the flickering neon sign. ‘Looks well dodgy.’

      ‘It’s a car garage. What were you expecting? Bunting and flower arrangements?’

      ‘Twenty-five quid please,’ said the taxi driver.

      ‘Twenty-five quid? It was only up the road,’ protested Rachel.

      ‘It’s fine,’ said Frankie, waving her down. ‘Here you go.’ She handed over the money and got out of the taxi. She didn’t fancy an argument with a cab driver, especially in this rather unsavoury part of town.

      ‘Daylight robbery,’ said Rachel, as she slammed the door shut.

      ‘Keep your voice down,’ hissed Frankie.

      ‘Well, it is!’ Rachel did not keep her voice down, and it wasn’t long before a beefy man in too-tight overalls appeared from out of the garage.

      ‘Everything all right out here?’

      Frankie shot Rachel some I-told-you-so eyes, and then said, ‘Yes, thank you very much. Just a rather expensive taxi, that’s all.’

      ‘Should’ve got the bus,’ the man tutted, before turning to head back inside.

      ‘Before you go,’ said Rachel. ‘We, um, found a receipt and we’re looking for its owner. We wondered if you knew who it belonged to? It is for a wax here, last week.’

      The man stopped in his tracks and turned around. ‘You took a taxi to find someone who dropped a receipt?’

      Frankie could see straight away how ridiculous it sounded and knew that they needed to explain. ‘We found it at the scene of a crime.’ She looked over at Rachel to check she hadn’t said too much.

      ‘Who are you, the police?’

      ‘No, we’re not. We’re just…’ Frankie didn’t quite know what to say for the best.

      ‘Reporters?’

      ‘God, no.’ Rachel laughed. ‘We’re mums, and we are just looking for a friend.’

      The man stood and looked at them both for what seemed like an eternity, but was probably only a few seconds. ‘What friend?’

      Frankie felt scared all of a sudden. Now they were alone here – the taxi had disappeared almost instantly – with this burly, short-tempered guy, who was asking them questions that she wasn’t sure whether they should answer. She peered at him as she tried to decide, and something seemed familiar about him. She felt like she had seen him somewhere before.

      Before she had time to rack her brains, Rachel who had obviously decided that honesty was the best policy, said, ‘Her name’s Lisa, and she’s been missing since the early hours… we think.’

      ‘You think?’

      ‘Well, no one’s seen her since last night and she didn’t turn up for breakfast at the hotel…’

      ‘The hotel?’

      ‘We all stayed in a hotel after a night out last night.’

      The man laughed. ‘Sounds to me like your friend either got drunk or got lucky, or both.’

      Frankie sighed. He didn’t get it and he certainly didn’t care. However on the plus side, he didn’t seem like he was about to hurt them either.

      ‘If you’ll excuse me, ladies, I’ve got things to be doing.’ He pulled a rag out of his pocket and started greasing a nearby bit of car.

      Rachel tried again. ‘You didn’t answer the question.’ She held up her phone showing the picture of the crumpled receipt. ‘Can you tell us whose receipt this is, or not?’

      ‘Not! There is such a thing as client confidentiality, you know.’

      ‘You’re not a doctor.’ Rachel put her hands on her hips and Frankie felt proud that her friend was standing her ground.

      ‘And you’re not the police.’ He had a point.

      Rachel seemed like she was finally beaten. She huffed and turned to walk away. ‘Come on, Frankie,’ she said.

      ‘Sorry,’ Frankie mouthed to the man, as she turned to follow her. Why am I apologising? She felt the eyes of the man in her back as she walked away, and she had a sudden panic that Rachel had just said her name, so he now knew it.
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      ‘Did you get the feeling he was hiding something?’ asked Rachel, under her breath as the two women scurried off down the road.

      ‘One hundred per cent,’ said Frankie.

      Rachel had felt uncomfortable at the garage, and although she had wanted to dig a little deeper, she had also wanted very much to get the hell out of there.

      ‘The question is,’ Rachel wondered out loud. ‘Does what he’s hiding have anything to do with Lisa’s disappearance, or is he hiding something else completely?’

      Frankie shrugged. ‘Your guess is as good as mine. He didn’t even flinch when we mentioned Lisa’s name, so maybe it’s completely unrelated and we should just steer well clear?’

      Rachel nodded. ‘You might be right. So, have we had a wasted trip?’

      ‘Sshh,’ squeaked Frankie out of nowhere as she grabbed Rachel’s shoulders and pulled her behind a nearby wall.

      ‘What the…?’

      ‘Just keep your voice down and look.’ She nodded back towards the garage and the two women peered over the small wall that they were now crouched behind. ‘Isn’t that…?’

      But Frankie didn’t need to finish her sentence. Rachel recognised the man entering the garage from when they were snooping on Lisa’s social media. It was Dale. Lisa’s other half.

      ‘You don’t think…?’

      But Rachel didn’t know what to think. Her brain was a whirlwind, trying to make sense of it all.

      ‘All I know,’ said Rachel. ‘Is that from what I’ve heard, Dale has been a bit of a dick to Lisa.’

      ‘You don’t think he would hurt her?’

      ‘I don’t think we can rule it out.’

      ‘Gosh!’

      ‘I can’t work out what the link to this garage is though.’

      ‘The man in the sunglasses and hat dropped the receipt,’ said Frankie. ‘Could it have been Dale?’

      ‘I guess so,’ said Rachel. ‘He’s a similar height. But why would he beat up that other woman?’

      ‘Mistaken identity?’

      ‘But Lisa is his girlfriend, surely he could tell that Tina wasn’t her.’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Frankie. ‘I guess when emotions are running high…’

      They both fell silent for a moment.

      ‘We can’t hide here forever,’ said Rachel, eventually. ‘Shall we get a closer look?’

      ‘It’s too risky.’ said Frankie. ‘Maybe we should get back and talk to Natasha?’

      ‘No,’ Rachel paused. ‘I don’t think we should.’

      Frankie looked confused.

      ‘Lisa had beef with Natasha; Natasha seems to have beef with Lisa too. Beth and Amy are arguing. Trace is being weirdly secretive… Things are not as simple as we thought,’ said Rachel. ‘There are a lot of people not being honest with each other. And my memory has not been very honest with me either… but it is slowly coming back, and I think I might be starting to piece it together.’

      ‘Well, if you could try and piece it together quickly, that would be great,’ said Frankie. ‘Then we might be back in time for karaoke.’ She winked. ‘And more importantly, home in time for the boys’ bedtime tomorrow.’

      Rachel smiled. ‘I’ll see what I can do.’
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        * * *

      

      The ladies found themselves on a bus that went back to their hotel.

      ‘We can’t fork out for another taxi,’ Rachel had said, and now that they were sat in the front seats of a double-decker bus, Frankie was clearly happy that they’d made the right decision.

      ‘We might actually see some sights,’ she said with a grin.

      So far they had seen a bingo bar, their hotel bar, the park and a grubby car garage.

      ‘To be fair,’ said Rachel, ‘the trip hasn’t exactly gone as planned. I am sure there would have been plenty of time for sightseeing if we hadn’t been looking for our missing friend and…’

      She paused.

      She had been about to say; solving her murder, but then she had remembered that it wasn’t a murder, yet. She hoped and prayed that they would find Lisa before it turned into one.

      ‘I think we should go through the suspects,’ she said, far too loud, prompting an old lady on the adjacent seat to turn and raise her eyebrows at them.

      ‘You’re right,’ whispered Frankie at a far more sensible volume. ‘I wish we had the whiteboard.’

      ‘Not to fear, I have my Bluey notebook!’ Rachel produced the notebook from her handbag, feeling thankful that Charlie had shoved it in there the other day.

      ‘Perfect.’ Frankie grinned.

      ‘Colonel Mustard is my number one,’ Rachel said at full volume, and the old lady glared at her this time, but it did the trick as she turned and started listening in on someone else’s conversation instead.

      ‘Be serious.’ Frankie laughed.

      ‘Okay, Dale,’ said Rachel. ‘There’s definitely something off about him.’

      Frankie nodded. ‘And the fact that he was at the garage is odd too.’

      ‘Noted.’

      ‘We also need to seriously consider that he is the hat and hoodie guy at the hotel, and that he meant to attack Lisa.’

      ‘We do.’ Rachel nodded. ‘Although the thought makes me shudder. The fact that he was so violent towards Tina. It doesn’t bear thinking about what he might do to Lisa if he has taken her.’

      ‘The other person that’s worrying me is…’ Frankie took a deep breath. ‘…@MumFan456.’

      ‘Really?’ Rachel could suddenly see in Frankie’s eyes that there was something she had been keeping from her.

      ‘I spoke to her again.’

      ‘What? When? Is that the business you had to attend to?’

      ‘Yes, sorry. I know I should’ve told you but she asked me not to tell anyone. It was her that started talking about Natasha. She knew we were out with her last night so she doesn’t trust me, but I am sure she knows something. She has stalker vibes and I wouldn’t want to cross her, put it that way.’

      Rachel nodded, slowly taking it all in. ‘And there is Natasha’s name again. It keeps coming up. Plus Amy and Beth are hiding something too.’

      They sat in silence for a few minutes, thinking it through and taking in the sights; watching people go about their lives. Rachel could hardly remember what it was like to just exist and not be on the hunt for a missing person. She had felt the same when she was trying to prove her innocence over the whole bake-off-poisoning thing; trying to remember what normal life was like, but after the event it was amazing how quickly she slipped back into the chaos of mumlife.

      Weirdly, although this weekend away had not quite gone to plan, it had still been a nice break from the organising, despite the several-thousand messages from Phil. He was not in any way across school life or their kids’ activities, and he needed reassurance over the smallest of decisions involving the children, but Rachel felt lucky to have him. He was easy going, supportive and let her live her own life. She couldn’t bear to be with a controlling partner. She thought about Dale. Why had he been at the garage where the attacker had also recently been? It seemed to Rachel like more than a coincidence.

      ‘I think Dale is our priority. We need to speak to him first,’ she said, breaking the silence and jolting Frankie out of her own thoughts.

      ‘Shit,’ said Frankie, clutching her chest. ‘You made me jump.’

      ‘Sorry. I just can’t get my head around what he was doing at that garage.’

      ‘Car trouble?’

      ‘Yes, but it’s too much of a coincidence, don’t you think? It can’t hurt to ask him.’

      ‘True.’ Frankie nodded. ‘Although he wasn’t exactly forthcoming with Natasha.’

      ‘No, but he doesn’t like Natasha,’ said Rachel. ‘Maybe if we come across all charming and lovely, he will like us!’

      ‘I’d better talk to him then,’ said Frankie, which made Rachel laugh.

      ‘We need to work out how to get hold of him first,’ said Rachel. ‘I really don’t want to have to get Natasha involved.’

      ‘Well, that’s easy!’ Frankie smiled.

      ‘It is?’

      ‘I have his number.’

      ‘You do?’ Rachel was confused.

      ‘Natasha used my phone to call him earlier, when her phone had no signal, so it’ll be in the call log.’

      ‘Amazing!’ said Rachel. ‘That’s why we make a great team… I have ideas and you make them happen.’

      ‘I have ideas sometimes too,’ said Frankie, with a mock sad face.

      ‘You do. I didn’t mean… Well, you know what I meant.’

      ‘I do.’ Frankie smiled.

      ‘See,’ said Rachel. ‘A great team.’
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      Frankie and Rachel sat in the hotel bar and Frankie tapped her foot.

      The nerves had kicked in earlier as Rachel had dialled Dale’s number and they hadn’t gone away. When Rachel had offered to make the call, Frankie had been extremely relieved. Neither of them had been sure whether it was a good idea, but Frankie felt like they had been getting away with bad ideas all weekend so what was one more? Plus, it was the only idea they had, so here they were.

      Dale had been initially reluctant to meet them in the bar for a drink, saying that he was better off sat by the phone, but when Rachel pointed out that phones were mobile these days, he gave in and agreed to come. She may have also hinted that the cops had been asking questions, and would he rather talk to them? She had also offered a whole heap of reassurance that Natasha wouldn’t be there. Frankie liked her style.

      What he didn’t know was that the cops were listening in anyway. Frankie and Rachel had bumped into DI Harding when they got back to the hotel, and told her what they intended to do next.

      Officers had been clearing away the police tape and DI Harding was talking to the hotel manager about next steps. ‘We can do everything else from back at the station,’ she told him, but when she found out what Frankie and Rachel were up to she had insisted that she have eyes and ears on the conversation; for their protection as much as anything, although Frankie was sure it wouldn’t do her investigation any harm either.

      As soon as Dale sat down, all of Frankie’s worries dispersed and she was at ease immediately. He was charming, he was polite and he wasn’t unpleasant to look at.

      ‘Why were you at the Manor Road garage earlier today?’ Rachel got straight to the point, which impressed Frankie.

      ‘I wasn’t,’ said Dale, without even the slightest hint that he might not be telling the full truth.

      ‘But we saw you,’ said Frankie. Her annoyance at his blatant lying made her feel brave enough to step in and say something. That and the fact she knew DI Harding was watching on, and could easily step in at the first sign of any trouble. She looked directly into his eyes, trying to spot a physical sign of his dishonesty. They sparkled and he smiled back, but Frankie could see no real emotion behind them.

      ‘That wasn’t me,’ he said, shrugging, taking a casual sip of his pint and placing it back down onto the polished table.

      Frankie realised that a back and forth of it was, it wasn’t, it was, it wasn’t was pointless, so she moved on.

      ‘Have you ever been to Manor Road Motors before?’ she asked.

      ‘I don’t think so.’

      ‘Do you know the owner?’ Rachel jumped in.

      ‘Like I say, I don’t think I’ve ever been, so I don’t know who the owner is.’

      ‘His name is Ryan Jones.’ He hadn’t told them his name but they had dug about and found it on the garage website.

      Frankie wasn’t sure whether she imagined it, but she thought she saw Dale flinch at the mention of this name.

      ‘Okay,’ he said, calmly.

      ‘Do you recognise the name?’ she pressed.

      Rachel gave her a nod of encouragement and Frankie thought she could sense pride in her face.

      ‘No.’ Dale sighed. ‘I don’t recognise the name. I’ve never been to the garage. If I’m honest, ladies, I don’t know what I’m doing here.’ Frankie did not like his patronising tone. ‘You told me on the phone that you had something important to talk to me about, but so far all I’ve seen is a pair of bored housewives playing cop.’

      Frankie was taken aback by his sudden bluntness.

      ‘Excuse me,’ said Rachel. ‘You might think we are playing at being detectives, but we are doing a damn sight more than you are doing to find your missing girlfriend.’

      ‘She’s not missing.’ Dale rolled his eyes. ‘I’ve tried to tell her on many occasions to think about the consequences of her actions.’

      ‘Then where is she?’

      ‘I don’t know, but she’s a grown woman. I am sure she’s not far away and she can look after herself.’

      ‘Jesus, no wonder she’s disappeared if that’s how little you care,’ said Rachel, and Frankie grimaced as Dale’s calm face cracked slightly and slowly turned a deep shade of purple.

      ‘I am not going to stay here and listen to this,’ he spat out. His suaveness evaporated as he stood up, turned around, and walked straight into the barman who was approaching their table.

      ‘Did you want to settle your bill, sir?’

      ‘Oh, um, okay, I suppose so.’ Dale got flustered and Rachel beamed with delight. Frankie could completely understand why she was enjoying this so much.

      ‘Do follow me,’ said the barman, and Dale shot the ladies daggers, but he did as he was told and followed the barman up to the till.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      The ladies finished their drinks and mused about how Lisa could have possibly put up with such an obnoxious man for as long as she had done. Surely his charm had worn off pretty quickly, but how had Lisa not seen what hid underneath? They were about to leave when the barman put a small silver tray with a receipt and three mints onto their table.

      ‘Your friend forgot his receipt.’

      ‘He’s no friend of ours,’ Rachel muttered, under her breath.

      The silver tray made Frankie smile. Not only because Dale had ended up paying for the drink they had invited him for, but also because the hotel was not what you would call posh or sophisticated. The little mints felt ever so slightly over-elaborate, like the hotel was trying way too hard.

      She picked up the receipt. ‘He paid for ours too.’

      ‘Brilliant,’ said Rachel. ‘He was obviously too embarrassed to tell the barman that we were definitely not friends.’

      ‘Why is he so adamant that he wasn’t at that garage?’ asked Frankie. ‘We saw him.’

      ‘Was it definitely him?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘Yes!’ said Frankie. ‘We can’t let him make us doubt ourselves… we both saw him. We recognised him from Lisa’s Instagram and now that I’ve seen him up close, in the flesh, I am one hundred per cent sure it was him.’

      ‘But why would he lie?’

      ‘Well, that is the million pound question.’

      DI Harding appeared next to their table. ‘Bad luck, ladies,’ she said. ‘He wasn’t prepared to say a lot, was he?’

      ‘He’s lying,’ said Frankie. ‘We know he is. We just can’t prove it.’

      ‘Sadly not,’ said DI Harding. ‘I sent an officer up to the garage and they don’t have any CCTV, so we can’t prove that he was at the garage and we still don’t know who the man in the hoodie, who assaulted Tina, was, or whether he’s connected to Dale.’

      ‘The receipt could be a total coincidence,’ said Rachel, suddenly seeming deflated. ‘I mean, I guess men in hoodies that punch people in hotel foyers might still want to get their car waxed, and it doesn’t necessarily have anything to do with Dale being at that same garage today.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said DI Harding. ‘In my experience, if something feels too weird to be a coincidence, it is normally because it is not a coincidence at all.’

      ‘So, you think it’s fishy?’ asked Frankie.

      DI Harding nodded. ‘I think it stinks.’

      Frankie was playing with the bar receipt; rolling it into a tube, folding in into squares. She was just trying to keep her hands busy. She was anxious and this whole situation with Dale and the hooded man was not helping her feel any calmer. She fumbled in her handbag and found a pen. Doodling always helped her to feel relaxed and she suddenly felt the urge. She flattened out Dale’s bar receipt and began to draw. Her pen glided over the back of the smooth receipt with ease and before long she had created a black and white masterpiece. But she still felt stressed. Something wasn’t right and she couldn’t quite put her finger on it.

      Rachel and DI Harding were still chatting but she blocked out all the sound as she folded and rolled the decorated piece of paper in her hands. Doing this steadied her. Then, as she ran the tiny scrap between her fingers, she saw it.

      Her finger was on it after all.

      ‘Where’s the photo of the dropped receipt?’ she asked, flicking through her phone.

      When she eventually found it, Frankie laid her phone down on the table next to the decorated receipt. She flattened it out and studied them both closely. She felt like something might jump out at her but she didn’t know what.

      And then, there it was.

      ‘I knew it,’ she said, picking up both the receipt and her phone and looking at them in turn to check, and double check, that she wasn’t mistaken.

      But it was there in front of her, clear as day; the card number on both receipts was exactly the same.
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      ‘Frankie, you’re a bloody genius!’ Rachel stood up and threw her arms around her friend. ‘Isn’t she a genius?’ she turned to DI Harding for her approval.

      ‘Well, I think she just might be.’ DI Harding was holding the bar receipt and looking down at it. ‘I’d better get this one bagged up too.’

      ‘Sorry about the doodles,’ said Frankie, biting her lip.

      DI Harding laughed and then spoke into her radio, asking a colleague to come and do the honours.

      ‘The Jam Sandwich Detectives strike again,’ said Rachel, beaming, but then she realised that Frankie didn’t seem to be sharing her enthusiasm. ‘Are you okay?’ she asked. ‘You should feel proud, Frankie. Bask in the glory!’

      ‘It’s just…’ Frankie spoke softly. ‘It’s just the thought of what this means.’

      And that’s when it hit Rachel, smack in the face. ‘Shit,’ she said, thinking it through.

      ‘It means that Dale is the hooded man in the foyer, doesn’t it? And it also means that Dale punched poor Tina and left her lying in a pool of her own blood.’

      ‘Fuck!’

      ‘It means that we sat here in this very bar, having a drink with somebody capable of doing that. It means Lisa has been living with somebody capable of doing that.’

      They both looked at DI Harding. ‘Well, yes, it certainly does look that way, I’m afraid.’

      Rachel’s chest was pounding. ‘But why?’ she asked. ‘Why would he do that? Did he think it was Lisa? Does that mean…?’ She couldn’t bring herself to say the rest of the sentence, but from the silence that followed she assumed that both DI Harding and Frankie were thinking the same as her.

      She felt a tear run down her cheek. Had Dale realised that he’d got the wrong victim and then gone after the right one? Were they now looking for a body?

      ‘We need to bring him in,’ said DI Harding. ‘And the garage owner.’

      ‘Ryan Jones,’ said Frankie. ‘It’s on their website.’

      ‘Ryan Jones,’ said DI Harding, noting it down. ‘We need to speak to him too. He clearly knows more than he is letting on.’

      Rachel swallowed hard. ‘Do you think we should update Natasha? I know her and Lisa were having a bit of a difficult time, but I can’t see that there’s any way she’s anything to do with this. She didn’t even have Dale’s number on her phone.’

      ‘Unless that was a ruse?’ suggested Frankie.

      The ladies fell silent. Surely not?

      DI Harding broke the silence. ‘I think we should tell her, to gauge her reaction. I will bring her in too and make it official. She’ll soon crack if she has anything to hide.’

      ‘You’re going to arrest her?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘On her birthday?’ said Frankie.

      ‘I’ll find her a slice of cake,’ said DI Harding. ‘Anyway, I’m not going to arrest her. It’ll just be a few friendly questions.’

      At that moment Rachel’s phone pinged and she was so deep in thought it made her jump. She read the message, it was from Phil:

      
        
          
            
              
        Phil (hubster): Are you coming home at any point love? I am losing the will to live. These kids are nuts! I don’t know how you do it.

      

      

      

      

      

      She smiled. She was glad that he was experiencing the chaos that he so often avoided by being at work, or at football, or just generally oblivious.

      She tapped out a reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        Rach (the boss): Bit busy solving an abduction at the moment.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): What?! Jesus Rach, I thought you were playing Bingo!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): We were, just got a bit caught up in something.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): Fuck sake Rach. Right well I’ll leave you to it. Sounds like you have bigger fish to fry. I can handle the guppies.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): [image: red heart]

      

      

      

      

      

      She was glad Phil appreciated her.

      ‘Everything okay?’ asked Frankie, watching Rachel tap away at her phone screen.

      ‘All fine,’ said Rachel. ‘It’s just Phil. He’s having a wonderful time with the kids.’

      ‘Oh good. Is Billy behaving himself?’

      ‘Well, he hasn’t said otherwise.’ Rachel didn’t mention that she had completely forgotten that he had Billy too. She typed again:

      
        
          
            
              
        Rach (the boss): How’s Billy?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): Who?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): PHIL??!!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        You had better be joking!!

      

      

      

      

      

      There was a pause. Rachel could see that Phil was typing. She smiled at Frankie, hoping that she was concealing her nerves well.

      
        
          
            
              
        Phil (hubster): Of course I’m joking. Billy is the least of my worries. He’s absolutely fine.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): Phew! Thanks love. Don’t do that to me.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’ll let Frankie know.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Thanks Darling. I really appreciate it.

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘He’s fine,’ said Rachel. ‘Best behaved of the lot.’

      ‘Oh good,’ said Frankie. ‘Thank you, Rachel.’

      ‘Pleasure.’ She smiled, happy to take the praise for Phil’s heroics. ‘I’m sure they are having a ball!’

      Rachel’s phone pinged again.

      
        
          
            
              
        Phil (hubster): Hang on… who got abducted?

      

      

      

      

      

      Rachel chuckled to herself. She was wondering when her message would sink in.

      
        
          
            
              
        Rach (the boss): Lisa, Natasha’s cousin.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): Blimey.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): They are about to take Natasha in for questioning.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): Bloody hell Rach! You sure know how to pick your friends!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Rach (the boss): Natasha didn’t do it. And if anyone can vouch for the innocent til proven guilty theory – I can!

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Phil (hubster): Very true. Well, hope you get it sorted.

      

      

      

      

      

      Rachel laughed. Hope you get it sorted? He made it sound like a flat tyre or lost credit card. She typed her reply:

      
        
          
            
              
        Rach (the boss): On it! x

      

      

      

      

      

      And she was. They were.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Rachel and Frankie looked down into their coffees as Natasha got led past them with DI Harding and another officer.

      Rachel was relieved to see that she wasn’t in handcuffs. She hadn’t been arrested. DI Harding just wanted a chat. Natasha glared at them as she walked past, and Rachel could completely understand why she would.

      ‘I’m supposed to be doing karaoke right about now,’ Natasha hissed.

      It was not the ideal end to a birthday weekend.

      ‘What do we do now?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Well,’ said Rachel. ‘There is still the small matter of finding Lisa.’

      Frankie bit her lip. She looked like she was holding back tears.

      ‘We don’t know that she’s dead,’ Rachel told her, firmly.

      ‘You’re right. I know you’re right.’ Frankie pushed her sleeves above her elbows. ‘So, where do we start?’

      ‘Well, DI Harding is going to take Dale, Natasha and Ryan, the garage owner, in for questioning so, while he’s out of office, maybe we should have another little snoop around at the garage?’

      Frankie nodded. ‘Good idea. Won’t the police have that covered though?’

      Rachel hadn’t thought of that. ‘Maybe if we’re quick enough we’ll beat them to it.’

      ‘No trip on the sightseeing bus then?’

      ‘Not a chance. It’s taxis all the way from here on in.’

      There was a taxi rank right outside the hotel so they made their way out of the revolving doors. As the doors turned, Rachel spotted a familiar face coming into the hotel on the other side of the circular doors. It was Tina. She waved, but Tina blanked her. She couldn’t tell whether it was deliberate.

      ‘What’s she doing back?’ she said, nodding towards her so that Frankie noticed.

      ‘Maybe she’s got another date with Geoff,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Maybe,’ said Rachel, but she couldn’t help thinking it was just another thing that didn’t quite make sense in this whole mess.
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      ‘Can you put your foot down, mate?’ Frankie had always wanted to say those words to a taxi driver, along with, ‘Follow that car!’

      But this wasn’t a chase, it was a race against time.

      ‘Sorry, love. There’s a speed limit for a reason.’

      Wow! Suddenly taxi drivers are obeying the laws of the road? Whatever next?

      ‘Apologies,’ said Frankie. ‘You’re absolutely right.’ She paused. ‘It would just be nice to get there before it gets dark, that’s all.’

      The cabbie shot her daggers via the rear-view mirror. ‘Would you rather walk?’

      Okay, that’s me told.

      Despite his slow pace, the taxi driver did seem to know the back roads and shortcuts well, and before long they were back at the garage.

      ‘Right,’ said Rachel, as they stepped out of the cab. ‘Here goes nothing.’

      Frankie settled up with the taxi driver and asked him if he’d hang around to take them back. He told her that if they were quicker than him eating a burger, he would wait for them on the corner, by the takeaway shop. Frankie wasn’t sure what she’d done to deserve this level of generosity, especially after her earlier impatience, but she took the offer with gratitude.

      ‘We’ll be as quick as we can.’ She gave him her most genuine smile and spoke in her politest voice. ‘Thank you so much!’

      The two women walked slowly and carefully into the echoey garage. The smell of oil and petrol was overwhelming and the fumes caught the back of Frankie’s throat as she stifled a cough.

      ‘Hello?’ called Rachel, and Frankie nudged her in the ribs.

      ‘What are you doing?’

      ‘I don’t know.’ Rachel shrugged. ‘It was just impulse. Sorry.’

      Frankie looked around. No one answered and no one came.

      ‘Where is everybody?’

      They walked around the forecourt but there was no sign of anyone.

      ‘Shall I go into the office?’ asked Frankie. ‘The door’s open.’

      Rachel shrugged and Frankie took that as a yes. She tapped lightly on the door. ‘Hello?’ she said, a lot more quietly than Rachel had. ‘Is anyone there?’

      She stepped inside. There was no sign of anyone. From the unlocked door she assumed that someone had left in a hurry. There was a mug on the desk, half full of tea. She put the back of her hand on the side of it. It still felt warm. There was a little block of notepaper and Frankie thought about all the films she’d seen in the past where they would do a rubbing of the top sheet and it would reveal a phone number or address or some other major clue.

      Surely that doesn’t really work, does it?

      She took a piece of paper out of the printer tray and found a pencil in a pot on the desk. Carefully she rubbed the side of the pencil lead on the paper and, sure enough, two words emerged.

      BACK SOON.

      Hardly the breakthrough of the century. Although, it dawned on Frankie that back soon meant that someone was planning on returning shortly, and that perhaps they should hurry their search along.

      She shoved the paper with the rubbing into her pocket and started riffling through the other bits of paper and files on the desk, not really sure what she was looking for. As she did so she heard footsteps behind her. She froze. Her breathing quickened. She took a deep breath in and held it as she felt a hand on her shoulder.

      ‘Found anything?’

      She let the breath out. ‘Jesus Christ, Rachel! Don’t do that to me!’

      ‘I don’t think there’s anyone here,’ said Rachel, unaware of the panic she had just caused Frankie.

      ‘No,’ said Frankie. ‘But there has been. And not that long ago. The tea’s still warm.’

      ‘The police must have taken Ryan in for questioning already.’

      ‘True, but there has been someone here since.’

      ‘How do you know that?’ Rachel raised her eyebrows.

      ‘There was a note saying back soon, but somebody took it.’

      ‘How did you…?’

      ‘I took a rubbing.’ Frankie uncrumpled the piece of paper from her pocket and showed Rachel.

      ‘Who do you think you are? Sherlock Holmes?’

      Frankie laughed but then froze for the second time since they’d been there. ‘What was that?’

      ‘What?’

      ‘I heard something.’

      ‘Heard what?’

      All she could hear now was Rachel asking her what she could hear. ‘I don’t know, like a door creaking or something.’

      ‘What shall we do?’ whispered Rachel.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Frankie, so quietly that barely any sound came out at all.

      Frankie wasn’t sure why, but her instinct told her to hide, so she crouched down and pulled on Rachel’s sleeve until she followed suit. The two ladies huddled low, against the wall and kept as still as their shaking bodies would allow them to. What were they thinking? Coming here was a bad move and snooping around in the office was an even worse one.

      ‘Sorry,’ Frankie mouthed at Rachel, who shook her head and held a finger up to her lips.

      ‘We’re onto something,’ whispered Rachel. ‘I know we are.’

      Frankie took some deep breaths to calm her nerves and then she saw a figure walk past the office window. She recognised the silhouette and then she heard them speak, which confirmed their identity. Something isn’t right. This makes no sense, she thought.

      ‘Rach, did you hear that voice?’ Frankie asked, but when she turned to Rachel to hear her answer she looked confused and ever so slightly frightened.

      This couldn’t be happening, could it?

      ‘What do we do?’

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Rachel. ‘Who is it? Do you think she works here?’

      Frankie realised that this was all on her. Rachel had no idea who the woman was. She tapped her forehead with her fingers. ‘Think, think, think,’ she said out loud, but that was the problem, Frankie couldn’t think. None of this made sense. ‘Should we confront her?’ she whispered eventually.

      ‘I’m not sure that’s a good idea,’ said Rachel, but it was too late. The figure stood over them, looking down as they cowered against the wall.

      ‘Well, if it isn’t the Jam Sandwich Detectives.’
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      Rachel didn’t recognise the voice at first, or the face looking down at them, but the pink hair jogged her memory.

      ‘You’re the fan. The one who shared about Lisa going missing. What are you doing here?’ she asked. ‘Are you looking for Lisa too?’

      ‘Of course I am. You two are doing such a terrible job of finding her, someone had to help.’

      Rachel was taken aback by her response. It sounded like Frankie had not been as discreet as she could have been when she spoke to this woman earlier. Rachel looked over at Frankie who was biting her lip.

      ‘We’re doing our best to find her,’ said Rachel, defensively. ‘But…’

      ‘Don’t trust her,’ hissed Frankie.

      ‘Frankie?’ Rachel looked back at the pink-haired Insta-fan who was laughing mockingly, and Frankie looked angrier than Rachel had ever seen her.

      ‘Don’t trust me? Are you kidding? You two are the ones snooping around and poking your noses in where they are not wanted.’

      ‘We are trying to find Lisa,’ said Rachel. ‘And if your search has brought you here too, then I guess we must be on the right track.’

      ‘The question is, how did you know to come here, Chantelle?’ asked Frankie. ‘We found the receipt but how did you make the connection?’

      ‘Chantelle?’ Rachel rubbed her forehead. ‘What’s going on? Do you two know each other?’ She didn’t get an answer.

      ‘I don’t have to tell you anything,’ said Chantelle, as she folded her arms defiantly.

      Who knew that @MumFan456had an actual name? Frankie apparently!

      ‘You’re right, you don’t,’ said Frankie, standing up and folding her arms too. ‘You can just explain it to the police instead.’

      Rachel smiled, and was transported back to when she was on the school playground as a child. ‘I’m telling on you!’ ‘Not if I tell first!’ Rachel was so proud of Frankie for standing up for herself.

      ‘Shall we talk about this like adults?’ Rachel suggested, which was met with an eye roll from Chantelle. ‘Over a nice glass of wine?’

      The eye roll stopped and Chantelle said, ‘All right then, if you are paying.’

      
        
          
            [image: ]
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      Rachel carried a bottle of Pinot Grigio – well, it was more economical to get a bottle – and three glasses, to the table that Frankie and their pink-haired acquaintance had found in a quiet corner of a not-too-dingy nearby pub.

      As she poured the wine, she asked, ‘So, Chantelle, what is it about Lisa that you relate to so much? I mean, following her on social media is one thing, but you seem to be following her in real life too!’

      ‘Don’t make me out to be like some kind of weirdo,’ said Chantelle. ‘I am not following her, I am looking for her, because I’m pretty sure she’s in danger.’

      ‘Do you think that posting about it on Instagram is helping?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Yes, I absolutely do actually. I am keeping it relevant. If I don’t post about it, she’ll soon be yesterday’s chip fat, or whatever the saying is.’

      ‘I think it’s tomorrow’s chip… never mind, it’s not important. What is important is that we both seem to be on the same team here.’ Rachel looked at Chantelle, then at Frankie, then back. ‘So, why don’t we work together?’

      Frankie let out an audible sigh.

      ‘Come on, Frankie. We are running out of other options here.’

      ‘Fine,’ said Frankie. ‘But the first thing we should do is go back to the garage and have a proper look around.’

      ‘Go ahead,’ said Chantelle. ‘But I’ve searched high and low. I definitely don’t think the garage owner’s involved, and if he is, he certainly isn’t keeping her there.’

      Rachel swallowed the lump in her throat before asking, ‘Do you think she’s still alive?’ and Chantelle took a deep breath.

      ‘I have to,’ she said. ‘I have to believe it.’ Chantelle sniffed away the tears that had started to fall down her cheeks and wiped her hand across her damp eyes, smudging mascara across her face.

      ‘You’ve just got a bit of…’ Rachel waved her hand around in front of her eyes and Chantelle got the hint.

      ‘I’m just nipping to the ladies room,’ she announced.

      Rachel grinned at her, as sincerely as possible, as she got up and walked off towards the toilets. As soon as she was out of earshot, Rachel leaned into Frankie. ‘Is it me or is this all a bit dramatic?’

      ‘I told you. There is something off about her, but I don’t know.’ Frankie shrugged. ‘I mean, Lisa’s whereabouts is very worrying.’

      ‘Absolutely, of course, but the sobbing and the having to believe that she is still alive… the woman’s never even met Lisa!’

      ‘Very true,’ said Frankie.

      ‘I don’t know what it is but something about it all just seems a little bit put on, a little bit over the top and, dare I say, a little bit fake.’

      Frankie nodded.

      ‘It’s just a hunch,’ said Rachel. ‘But she’s been trying to throw us off the scent of the garage, which makes me more convinced than ever that there is something there to see.’

      ‘Maybe it’s worth checking out,’ said Frankie. ‘If we wait and see where she’s suggesting we look then I could go with her to keep her distracted and you could make your excuses and then nip back to the garage.’

      Rachel smiled. ‘That sounds like a great idea. Do you think you’ll be okay on your own with Chantelle?’

      Frankie laughed. ‘Of course! Do you think you’ll be okay on your own at the garage?’

      ‘I’ll be fine.’ She took a sip of her wine and then whispered, ‘Here she comes, act natural,’ before raising her voice to say, ‘There’s a couple of things I want to check out so I need to make a couple of calls. But don’t let me hold you guys back from wherever you want to look.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Frankie, nodding along. ‘We will keep in touch if we find anything.’

      ‘Likewise,’ said Rachel, taking another swig.

      ‘Is that okay with you?’ asked Frankie, and to Rachel’s relief, before Chantelle had a chance to answer, Frankie added, ‘Where do you think we should look next?’

      ‘Um, well…’ Chantelle seemed to be caught off guard. She sat down and took a sip of her wine. ‘Has anyone been to all the bars nearby the hotel?’

      ‘I don’t think she’s in a bar,’ said Frankie. ‘She wouldn’t just be sitting in a bar while we all run round like headless chickens looking for her, would she?’

      Rachel raised her eyebrows. ‘Anything is possible at this point!’ She glared at Frankie, hoping she would remember the plan.

      ‘But you’re right, Chantelle. We should check anyway,’ said Frankie. Rachel breathed out a sigh of relief as the light bulb finally seemed to have clicked with Frankie.

      ‘Great,’ said Chantelle, downing the rest of her wine and standing up. ‘Let’s go.’

      ‘Okay then.’ Frankie got up too, and the pair walked out of the pub leaving Rachel to pretend to make some urgent phone calls.

      As soon as they were out of sight, she counted to ten – twice – just to be on the safe side, and then got up and walked out of the pub.

      The butterflies arrived as soon as she crossed the road. She was confident that neither Dale nor the garage owner, Ryan, would be there, but she wondered whether anyone else would be, and she suddenly felt very alone.

      After glancing around, she crossed the road quickly but slowed right down, almost to a stop, when she reached the garage. Is this a good idea? Well, I’m here now so I may as well take another quick look. This time she refrained from calling hello, as she walked onto the forecourt. If no one else was there she could have a really good snoop around, and she just might uncover something that would help them find Lisa.

      Rachel stopped and took a deep breath in. She needed to put her big girl pants on and get to the bottom of exactly what was going on.

      She looked up at the clock on the wall. It was nearly six, so even if there had been anyone here, they would have gone home. Assuming they were just working that is, and not keeping someone hostage. A shiver ran up her spine and she had the sudden thought that she would rather be at the karaoke than here right now, and that was saying something.
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      Frankie was almost certain that she had spent a whole heap more time in this city sightseeing on the bus than she would have done if their friend wasn’t missing.

      At least when Billy asked her about her weekend she would be able to tell him that she saw a cathedral, a river, a park, some statues, some buskers at the side of the road, and a man walking three dogs that only had eight legs between them. It will be good to have something to tell him that isn’t abduction related.

      ‘Ooh, look at that building with the domes,’ said Frankie, hoping Chantelle might share her passion for interesting architecture.

      ‘Looks like a pair of boobs,’ said Chantelle.

      Frankie tried her hardest not to tut under her breath. ‘Which bar do you think we should try first?’ she asked, trying another subject.

      But Chantelle was still on the previous one. ‘Imagine trying to find a bra to fit that!’

      Frankie forced a laugh because she felt she had to, and said, ‘Not sure the alphabet’s long enough to find that cup size.’ Ugh, I hate myself.

      ‘The Bull’s Head,’ said Chantelle, and for a moment Frankie was very confused, thinking they were still on the boob/dome conversation, but then, to her relief, she realised that Chantelle was answering the which bar? question.

      ‘Sounds like as good a place to start as any,’ said Frankie, so they headed to The Bull’s Head, and ordered yet more wine.

      It was early evening, so the bar wasn’t busy yet. A few day-drinking stragglers remained, but they were being replaced by the sparkle and glamour of the Saturday night out-out party people.

      The bar filled up. Groups of friends chatted, couples giggled and singletons prowled around the bar like animals on heat. A woman in a sparkly dress caught her attention. She had her back to the wall and clasped her drink as she fiddled with the straw, circling it around and around. A man wearing a tight lemon shirt leaned over her, his arm on the wall. He talked softly into her ear. Frankie wondered what he was saying. She wondered whether the man’s attention was wanted, but then the woman let out a fluttering laugh that reassured her that it was.

      And then she had a flash, a memory, and she realised where she had seen Ryan the mechanic before.

      He was in the bar; last night at the bingo. He was there! She remembered him leaning over a woman in a sparkly dress, just like this guy in the lemon shirt. The woman was smiling then, just like the woman was smiling now. The woman last night was Lisa. That’s where she had seen Ryan before – talking to Lisa.

      Did Lisa know him? Is it a coincidence that he was in that bar last night?

      Before Frankie had time to think about it properly, another woman caught her eye. It was Tina. She was glancing around the bar as if she was looking for someone. Geoff maybe?

      ‘I’ll get us some more drinks,’ said Chantelle out of nowhere, and before Frankie could answer she was up at the bar, standing right next to Tina.

      To Frankie’s surprise, she saw Chantelle take an envelope out of her pocket, place it on the bar, and slide it towards Tina. Frankie always thought that no one knew anyone in the city, but here everyone seemed to know each other. She couldn’t hear what Chantelle and Tina were saying but the conversation seemed heated. Tina seemed annoyed and Frankie was more confused than ever.

      Before long, Chantelle plonked herself back down next to Frankie, put two glasses down in front of them, and said, ‘Well, she’s not here, is she? Let’s down these and move on.’

      ‘Slow down,’ said Frankie. ‘If we rush, we might miss something.’

      Chantelle took a large gulp from her drink.

      ‘Who was that woman at the bar?’ asked Frankie, trying to sound as casual as possible.

      ‘No idea. Just some woman moaning that she was there first. I can’t help it if I’ve got a loveable face that barmen want to serve.’ Chantelle smiled.

      Frankie laughed, which was the correct response, though she knew Chantelle was lying. She had seen her slide the woman an envelope after all. Just keep her talking, thought Frankie, and perhaps she will let something slip.

      Frankie regaled Chantelle with various tales and anecdotes to give Rachel time to snoop around the garage in peace. Chantelle met each of her anecdotes with her own elaborate story, and in return Frankie matched each of Chantelle’s drinks, so, before long the whole thing descended into the two women talking complete and utter nonsense.

      ‘You know that golden drink, you had one last night,’ Chantelle slurred.

      Frankie tapped her lip. ‘The one with bits of gold floating around in it?’

      ‘Yes, yes, yes, that’s the one. Well, apparently the gold makes tiny cuts to the skin on the inside of your throat and that means that the alcohol absorbs more quickly so you get more drunk!’

      ‘No way! Well, that explains a lot!’ Frankie thought for a moment. ‘In fact that’s probably how we ended up dancing on the table.’

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Chantelle. ‘That was so funny. Rachel nearly fell off the side.’

      Frankie snorted. ‘She’s not used to wearing heels, that’s why.’

      ‘So, the shots had nothing to do with it?’

      ‘I’m sure they played their part.’ Frankie laughed. ‘That was absolutely hilari–’ She paused. ‘Hang on,’ she said suddenly as she had a thought that snapped her back into semi-soberness. ‘You weren’t there last night… how do you know so much about it?’

      And when Chantelle couldn’t answer right away, unease washed over Frankie and she wished she had Rachel by her side for backup.

      ‘I saw it on Lisa’s Insta,’ said Chantelle eventually.

      Frankie thought about this for a moment. To be fair to Chantelle, Lisa did post a lot of stuff online but Frankie had scrolled through most of it since they had been investigating her disappearance and some of the stuff Chantelle was laughing about wasn’t on there.

      Rachel’s stumble hadn’t made it to the grid. And Chantelle had talked about the moment Rachel threw her arm around Lisa’s shoulder causing her to upend her tray of Sambucas, and throw them mostly over Rachel. Thinking about it now still tickled Frankie, but sadly, no one caught the incident on camera. So how does she know about it?

      Chantelle talked about the selfie Lisa took of her and Natasha when they, in hindsight, must have been pretending to get on like a house on fire, but no one else saw that photo. Frankie could remember Natasha demanding it was deleted as soon as she looked at it.

      And she talked about the moment that Natasha blew out her birthday candles and nearly set fire to Lisa’s hair extensions. That definitely didn’t make it onto the grid as both Natasha and Lisa demanded that the video was never seen again.

      So, if it wasn’t on Insta then how does Chantelle know all this stuff? Had Chantelle been there? Was she following Lisa? Was this mega-fan guise actually just another way of saying creepy stalker? Frankie wasn’t sure, but she was worried, especially because she was alone with this woman.

      Frankie knew that she had to tread carefully. ‘So, have you ever actually met Lisa before?’ she asked.

      ‘Oh yes,’ said Chantelle, her face lighting up. ‘A couple of times actually. She is super lovely.’

      ‘When did you meet her?’ Frankie hoped these questions seemed breezy and chatty, rather than probing.

      ‘Oh, I can’t remember. I think it was at like a gala evening thing that she spoke at once and another time was at the Influencer Awards evening I think.’

      She thinks? She can’t remember? This was the woman who seemed to love everything about Lisa, but she couldn’t remember when or where she met her with any real certainty.

      ‘I see.’ Frankie nodded, then she smiled as she got out her phone. ‘Wonder if there are any updates on the news,’ she said, breezily as she opened up WhatsApp and typed a message to Rachel.

      
        
          
            
              
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): Are you nearly done? I could do with getting away from this woman ASAP. She is terrifying.

      

      

      

      

      

      There was no response from Rachel, so Frankie realised she was going to have to make her excuses and leave. ‘Right,’ said Frankie. ‘I’m afraid the wine and that other drink, whatever it was, have gone straight to my head. I am going to have to go back to the hotel for a lie-down.’

      ‘Good idea,’ said Chantelle, downing her own drink. ‘I’ll come with you.’

      Frankie’s eyes widened. What? Come with me? Does she mean to our room? ‘Oh!’ she said aloud. ‘I didn’t realise you were staying there too.’

      ‘I’m not,’ said Chantelle. ‘You won’t mind if I hang in your room for a bit, will you?’

      Oh God! She does mean in our room. Frankie racked her brains to think of an excuse. ‘Well, it’s just, Rachel could get back at any minute and I’m sharing a room with her and her stuff is all over the place and…’

      ‘Enough said,’ said Chantelle. ‘I get the hint.’

      And so then Frankie felt bad, although not bad enough to give in. ‘Let’s catch up in a bit,’ she said, stretching and putting on an Oscar-worthy fake yawn.

      ‘Okay, I’ll just…’ But Frankie didn’t let her finish, she seized her moment and was off.

      
        
          
            [image: ]
          

        

        * * *

      

      Once the hotel room door was firmly shut behind her, Frankie breathed a sigh of relief and got out her phone to update Rachel.

      
        
          
            
              
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): Back at hotel. Sorry, but Chantelle is a bit much! Had to shake her off.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        How you getting on?

      

      

      

      

      

      She stared at her phone for a while but there was no immediate reply so she flicked the kettle on.

      While she waited for it to boil, she lay on the bed. Frankie had told Chantelle she was going for a lie-down and she was a woman of her word. As she rested her head on the pillow, she could feel her eyes closing. She rubbed her face. There was no time for sleeping; they needed to find Lisa.

      But as she lay on the bed listening to the kettle boil, her eyes became too heavy to keep open. Just five minutes, she thought to herself. Then she would get back to the task in hand.
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            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel’s phone vibrated in her pocket. She was relieved that she had put it on silent before snooping around the garage.

      The place seemed completely deserted but she had a strange feeling that someone else was nearby, so she trod very carefully. In truth, she didn’t really know what she was looking for, but something – a tiny niggling feeling – had made her want to go back.

      She felt uneasy being there alone, but when she glanced at the message that had come through on her phone, she knew it had been the right decision to shake off Chantelle.

      There was a clattering sound.

      Rachel froze.

      What was that? Could it have been a cat? Or maybe it was a rat? Suddenly it wasn’t just other humans she was scared of bumping into.

      She needed to pull herself together. She was a grown woman. She was a mum. If she could handle the school run, she could sure as hell handle this. She was strong enough to stand up to whoever – or whatever – came her way.

      She tiptoed around the back of the office and spotted a door that said private. It was slightly ajar so she decided there was no harm in giving it a little push to see if it opened. Just in case. The door swung back revealing a very basic toilet and sink. No wonder it said private: you wouldn’t want any customers seeing that.

      A handful of flowers in a little jam jar on the windowsill caught her eye. They looked like they had been freshly picked. They were really no more than common weeds, but they looked pretty and brightened up the dank room. There was also a nice Baylis and Harding hand soap dispenser on the side of the sink, and Rachel knew that these things were most definitely a woman’s touch – or a man that was trying to keep a woman happy – which was strange as the whole place gave off a very masculine vibe.

      Rachel came back out onto the forecourt. It was eerie with no one there, like a scene from a zombie apocalypse movie. This would be where the zombies gathered to choose their weapons, before they turned on you and chased you wielding spanners, hammers and spare bits of car.

      Then she spotted a door that she hadn’t noticed before. There was no sign saying private like the loo or the office. Maybe it’s just a cupboard. Well, she thought, if it doesn’t say private then…

      The door creaked open as she pushed it.

      She glanced over her shoulder and then held her breath as she stepped forward, not knowing what to expect and in some ways expecting the worst. But what met her was a pleasant little room. There was a sofa and a little kitchen area with a table and chairs. There was a pile of magazines on the table and another jar of fresh flowers. There was a teapot. A teapot! And there was a duvet, neatly folded up in the corner of the room, with a pretty pillow sitting on top. Not stained and dirty like you would expect at the scene of a kidnapping, if that was indeed what this was, but clean and soft, with a little tiny flower design dotted all over it.

      Rachel let out the breath she had been holding and when she breathed in again, she noted that the room smelt fresh, like roses with a hint of vanilla. It was like she had stepped through a wardrobe or a fallen down a rabbit hole into another world.

      All her preconceptions about what she would find behind the closed doors of the garage had been shattered and she was more confused than before she came here. She had a strong feeling though, more than she had done at any point so far, that Lisa was still alive. Someone, maybe Dale, maybe Ryan, or maybe someone else entirely had been keeping her here, but by the looks of it they had been keeping her happy, or at the very least, alive.

      But where is she now? Rachel wondered. Dale and Ryan were both with the police. Or at least they should be. They hadn’t heard from DI Harding as to whether they’d been picked up. But why would we? We’re just off-the-record helpers after all.

      Was Lisa safe? Questions were popping up faster than they were being answered. Is someone else involved?

      Rachel ran her hand along the edge of the table while she thought. Then she looked at her fingers, not a speck of dust, but there was a hair. She pulled it between the fingers of both hands and looked at it more closely.

      It was pink!

      And then it hit her like the smell of air freshener. Why did it have to be a man? Maybe a woman had taken Lisa. A woman who was obsessed with her. Chantelle hadn’t wanted to come back here. She had wanted to search the bars near the hotel which was the most random, plucked out of nowhere, suggestion. Was she trying to throw them off course? Did she know what was going on? Was she somehow protecting Dale or Ryan?

      Or was it her that had taken Lisa? She had been acting like she cared about Lisa, but was she more than a fan? Was it an obsession? And had that obsession led her to get involved with someone awful? Or made her want to keep Lisa all for herself? Could she possibly be doing this alone?

      ‘Shit!’ Rachel said out loud to herself.

      So many thoughts were swirling around her mind. She sat down, rested her elbows on the table and put her head in her hands. She shut her eyes and it all became clear. If Chantelle was part of this then they were being strung along by her. She was off with Frankie on a wild goose chase, leaving Rachel to step right into the path of danger.

      But wait! I’m fine. There was no one here and suddenly Rachel had that sinking feeling, just like she had had when Jane had been left alone with Frankie all those months ago. She had the feeling that Frankie was the one in danger and that she needed to help her.

      There was a loud bang.

      It sounded like a car door being shut. Did she have company? Human company this time? She instinctively darted towards the duvet in the corner of the room and pulled it over her. She wriggled herself into a comfortable position. Who knows how long I will need to stay here! She scrunched her eyes shut and felt like a child playing hide-and-seek. If I can’t see them, they can’t see me!

      She concentrated on her breathing to make sure she wasn’t making a sound. It felt like the first time she had sat down in hours. And she was just so tired.
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            CHANTELLE

          

        

      

    

    
      No one ever spoke to Chantelle on her kid’s playground. But then, she didn’t speak to them either.

      She felt lonelier than ever.

      Her partner monitored her every move and her old friends from school soon got fed up of her cancelling on them and constantly checking her phone whenever they did meet up, so they gradually drifted apart. She worked from home so had no friends that were colleagues and her partner was so controlling that she lost her confidence and failed to make any mum friends either.

      She felt like a failure as a mum and a failure as a woman.

      She became withdrawn and introverted, which wasn’t the real her at all, and when her partner started to control her, she let him. She thought that she deserved it. She felt pathetic. She had no friends to turn to. No support network. And so she just let it happen, until one day when she had had enough, she lost her temper and screamed at him to leave her alone!

      And he did.

      When he left her, she hit rock bottom. She wasn’t even good enough for someone so awful. Although she knew she needed to get away from him, she couldn’t bear to be alone. But he was a narcissist, of course he didn’t even want her anymore. Despite this, she still felt like it was her fault for being unlovable and ungrateful for him.

      She must be the lowest of the low if she couldn’t keep a man who used her as a psychological punching bag.

      But then she saw her. The woman he had left her for. She was stunning and suddenly Chantelle understood. Of course he would choose her over me.

      She was beautiful. She was amazing. She was everything Chantelle wanted to be, so Chantelle forgave him. She didn’t tell him she forgave him – but she understood. Rather than feeling jealous, she was in awe of this new woman who posted on Instagram about what a wonderful boyfriend he was. This new woman had changed him in a way that Chantelle had never managed to.

      So Chantelle followed her account. Scrolling through the new woman’s posts became her pastime.

      She was hooked.

      This woman was her reason to wake up in the morning. Once Chantelle’s son was safely at school she would come home and obsess over her ex’s new girlfriend. She would be ashamed to say that the new girlfriend’s posts filled her with life more than her own child did. Not because she didn’t love him with all her heart, but because she worried for him. His dad was never violent. And he wasn’t controlling towards him. No, that was all reserved for her. But she worried: would he grow up and turn into his dad?

      The new woman’s posts helped Chantelle to push that worry to the back of her mind, along with several other niggles, insecurities and worries. The posts changed her life. She changed her life.

      Lisa changed her life.

      @LuckyLisasLooks was so gorgeous, fashionable, down-to-earth and fun, all whilst being a kickass mum too. She was exactly what Chantelle aspired to be. It didn’t take her long to become obsessed with checking in on @LuckyLisasLooks and copying her outfits and hairstyles. Lisa had worn a pink wig in a post a few weeks back and Chantelle loved it so much that she went straight to the hairdressers and got her hair dyed bright pink.

      She would like every single one of @LuckyLisasLooks’ posts, and as she became more confident she commented on them too.

      The first time that Lisa replied to one of her comments she burst into tears. She felt ridiculous afterwards but at the time she had felt seen, heard and listened to, rather than blending into nothing like she did on the playground.

      Someone had read her comment and replied to it with a heart and #youareamazing. After the initial shock and the tears, she couldn’t stop smiling. Lisa thought she was amazing.

      Of course Lisa had never met her and all she had to go on was her, albeit frequent, comments on her posts, but still, Lisa had noticed her and that made her feel amazing.

      After that first reply there was no stopping her. Chantelle would comment all the time and then she even progressed to direct messages. She could be even more open in these as they were private. Lisa didn’t always reply, in fact often she didn’t reply, and when she did, they were fairly generic responses, but that didn’t worry Chantelle too much. She knew she was busy. When she did reply however, although generic, Lisa’s messages were always so kind and heartfelt. They never failed to cheer Chantelle up and give her the confidence to step onto that playground with pride.

      And then one day, Chantelle’s confidence and trust in Lisa had grown so much that she decided to be completely honest with her. She told her that Dale was her ex. She told her that she could understand why he’d chosen Lisa over her. She told her that she forgave her.

      She sat by her phone for hours waiting for a reply and when it eventually came, it took her by surprise. She wasn’t sure how to process what it said. She wasn’t sure how to interpret what it told her, but she knew that it would change everything.

      She knew what she had to do, but she wasn’t sure whether she would regret the actions that she took in response to that message for the rest of her life.

      She was about to find out.
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            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie sat bolt upright.

      How long have I been asleep?

      She got up and threw open the curtains. It was getting dark outside. I must have been asleep for ages. She looked at her phone. Seventeen missed calls and twenty-three messages from Rachel. What was going on? She called her back straight away, pacing up and down the hotel room.

      There was no answer. Something is wrong.

      The next number she called was DI Harding’s. ‘Is Rachel with you?’ asked Frankie, as soon as the detective answered. There was no time for pleasantries.

      ‘No,’ said DI Harding. ‘I thought she was with you.’

      ‘She was.’ Frankie tried to slow her breathing and not panic. ‘But I’ve been with Chantelle and…’

      ‘Chantelle?’

      ‘She’s Lisa’s mega fan, the one who broke the story on Insta, and to be honest she’s a lot to deal with.’

      ‘I see,’ said DI Harding, sounding confused. ‘Is Chantelle helping you look for Lisa?’

      ‘She was, but she turned into a bit of a distraction so we’ve parted company. I left her in the hotel foyer.’

      ‘Okay.’ DI Harding’s calmness should have reassured Frankie, but it didn’t.

      ‘Anyway, now I can’t get hold of Rachel and, well, I’m really worried because she went back to the garage and…’

      ‘She did what?’ DI Harding no longer sounded calm.

      ‘To look for Lisa. Why, is there a problem? Oh God, I knew we should have told you.’

      ‘Not necessarily a problem, it’s just that my officers are on their way there for the same reason.’

      Frankie’s chest felt so tight that she could barely breathe. ‘Oh Jeez. Flippin’ ’eck. Well, she’s been trying to call me and I was just worried something had happened.’

      ‘Right, okay,’ said DI Harding. ‘I will tell them to get a shift on.’

      Frankie ended the call and felt worse than she had before she’d made it. She didn’t know what to do next. She called Rachel again but there was still no answer. She wondered whether she should go back out to try and find her but she didn’t feel safe going out alone in the dark. Plus, Chantelle could still be lurking downstairs. Maybe she should find one of the girls to come with her. The only problem was she had no idea where they were either.

      Frankie left her room and walked down the corridor to Natasha’s room as it was the nearest. When Natasha opened the door Frankie saw that Amy, Beth and Trace were all in there with her, and they were all dressed up to go out.

      ‘Oh, hi, Frankie,’ said Natasha. ‘We’re just off out for dinner. Would you like to join us?’ As she said this she looked Frankie – who was still in the clothes she’d been running around in all day – up and down, with her nose scrunched up.

      ‘Dinner?’ asked Frankie. Are they really going out for dinner? ‘I’m a bit busy to be honest, Natasha. You know, looking for your missing cousin.’

      ‘Well, we’ve got to eat,’ said Natasha. ‘Plus we have a reservation at Zen Fusion and they are like gold dust.’

      ‘I thought you were with the police?’

      ‘Oh that was nothing; they just had a few questions. I was in and out in a flash, but all the excitement gave me an appetite.’

      Frankie couldn’t believe that Natasha could think about her stomach at a time like this. But then, is it her stomach she’s thinking about, or the photos for Instagram?

      ‘Fine,’ said Frankie, who was surprised by the volume and pitch of her own voice. ‘You all go and stuff your faces while I go out and look for Lisa and Rachel… our friends.’

      Natasha didn’t react. ‘Thanks, lovely. That would be great.’

      So, she doesn’t understand sarcasm then.

      ‘We’ll save you a doggy bag.’

      The other three women stood behind her looking at each other and looking guilty.

      ‘Are you okay, Frankie?’ asked Trace.

      Frankie sighed. ‘I don’t know. No, not really. I’m bloody exhausted actually.’

      ‘We have been trying to help too,’ said Beth.

      ‘Some of us more than others,’ said Amy.

      Looks like the tension between those two hasn’t dispersed, then, thought Frankie.

      Beth ignored Amy’s response and continued. ‘We’ve been ringing around. Asking people in the hotel and in nearby shops and cafés if they’ve seen her.’

      ‘We made these,’ said Amy, handing Frankie a flyer.

      Frankie was pleasantly surprised. ‘You made flyers?’ It seemed that they actually had been trying to help.

      ‘Knocked it up on my phone,’ said Trace. ‘Didn’t take long, and then I sweet talked the hotel receptionist into printing some out for me.’

      ‘That was nice of them.’ Frankie smiled. Suddenly she didn’t feel so alone anymore. But she was still worried about Rachel and wouldn’t be able to eat fancy sushi until they found her. ‘You guys go for dinner,’ she said, with a genuine smile. ‘I’ve got something I need to do.’

      ‘Thanks, love,’ said Natasha, walking her to the hotel room door as she left. ‘Trace managed to move our karaoke booking to ten so we’ll hopefully see you there.’

      Frankie nodded, a little shocked at Natasha’s priorities but not really surprised. As she stepped out into the corridor, Natasha lowered her voice and added, ‘I know it may not seem like it, but I really do appreciate what you and Rachel are doing. Getting on with things is just my coping mechanism and although my cousin and I have had our ups and downs, I do love her.’

      Frankie smiled. ‘I know you do,’ she said, and for the first time all day she believed that maybe Natasha actually did. ‘See you for karaoke later.’

      It was an optimistic comment. She had a feeling that they wouldn’t be any closer to finding Lisa at ten o’clock than they were now, but she had to remain positive. After all, Rachel was now missing too and she absolutely could not lose her.
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            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      When Rachel woke up there was a pair of eyes staring back at her.

      For a moment she couldn’t work out where she was. She fumbled around for the bedside light – they were always in ridiculous locations in a hotel and you never knew which switch was for what – but then she remembered. The duvet she was cocooned in was not in her hotel room. She was in the not unpleasant room at the back of the garage. She must have dozed off. All that chasing around the city investigating a missing person would have been tiring as it was, but add in the hangover and serious lack of sleep; she was exhausted.

      She focused her gaze on the person before her.

      ‘Please don’t hurt me,’ she said.

      The lines at the edges of the eyes creased as they began to laugh. ‘Hurt you? What do you think I am going to do?’

      ‘I just thought…’ Rachel didn’t know what to think anymore. She was so confused. Half asleep and confused. ‘What are you doing here if you haven’t come to hurt me?’

      ‘I’m looking for Lisa of course, same as you.’

      Rachel breathed out a sigh of relief. ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘Sorry, I don’t know what came over me there.’ She rubbed her eyes. ‘I think I’m still waking up.’

      Chantelle smiled back at her.

      ‘Where’s Frankie?’

      ‘Oh, she went for a lie-down, so I came back to help you.’ Chantelle grinned. Her grin reminded Rachel of The Joker or that clown from It. Either way, it was definitely not a comforting smile.

      ‘Good, well as long as she’s okay.’ Rachel still wasn’t completely confident that she was. ‘I fell asleep too, so I should get back to the hotel and have an early night. We can carry on looking for Lisa tomorrow.’

      Rachel had no intention of doing this, but she thought that saying she was might be the only way to get away from Chantelle.

      To her surprise, Chantelle said, ‘Good idea,’ which actually made her even more suspicious. Is she just going to let me go? She had to remind herself that she hadn’t been kidnapped.

      Rachel got up slowly, smoothed down her hair and clothes and picked up her bag. ‘Okay then, I’ll be off.’ She paused. ‘Are you just going to stay here?’

      ‘No,’ said Chantelle. ‘I am going to keep on looking.’

      Rachel sensed a judgemental tone to her voice, as if she was a better person than Rachel because she wasn’t going to stop for sleep, but at the same time Rachel still didn’t trust her. Was she really going to look for Lisa, or did she already know where Lisa was? If she did then Rachel knew that there was no way she would tell her, so she decided to play her at her own games.

      ‘Well, stay safe, Chantelle. Don’t stay out and about too late. There are some nasty people around.’

      She left the garage and crossed the road, only glancing back briefly to wave as she turned the corner, but once she was out of sight she darted into an alley, looped around the back of some houses and ended up back on the same road and nearer to the garage. Rachel ducked down behind the same wall that she and Frankie had peered over earlier and watched.

      While she waited, she took a quick look at her phone. There were several missed calls from Frankie as well a series of messages.

      
        
          
            
              
        Frankie (Billy’s mum): Are you okay Rach?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        Where are you?

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I’m coming to find you.

      

      

      

      
        
          
        I managed to lose Chantelle! She is bad news!!

      

      

      

      

      

      ‘Shit!’ Rachel said to herself.

      She looked back up at the garage. She was on full alert, and the boost from her power nap meant that she could keep her eyes firmly on it for as long as she needed to.

      But she didn’t need to wait long for any action. Chantelle soon appeared, looked up and down the road and then crossed over at the exact point that Rachel had. Is she following me? Rachel wondered. No, she’s going the other way.

      Chantelle walked away from her down the road and then stopped outside a town house. She looked back over her shoulder again and then walked up the steps to the front door. Rachel squinted.

      Chantelle had a key because she let herself in. There was a flash of red as the door swung open and Chantelle disappeared inside.

      Rachel knew she had to take a risk. She crept out from the safety of the wall and walked slowly down the road, towards the house, checking constantly, left and right, and over her shoulders for anyone who might be watching her. She stopped outside the town house and stood at the bottom of the steps, looking up at the red front door.

      From there, she could see that the building was flats. Next to the door was a panel of buzzers, although she wasn’t close enough to read any of the names.

      She breathed out slowly. What now? She was torn between running away and marching up to bang on the door and ring all the buzzers. But before she could decide, she heard footsteps and then felt a hand on her shoulder.

      Her heart skipped a beat.

      She froze.

      She couldn’t breathe.

      She swallowed down the lump in her throat and turned around to see who was behind her.

      ‘Frankie,’ she almost screamed, as she threw her arms around her friend. ‘I thought you were going to murder me.’

      ‘I wasn’t.’ Frankie laughed. ‘But I will if you don’t keep your voice down.’

      ‘Oh yes, sorry,’ said Rachel in a whisper as her heart rate returned to normal. ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘The same thing as you, presumably. The same thing we’ve been doing all day; looking for Lisa.’

      Rachel smiled. She felt unbelievably relieved to have her friend back by her side. She hugged her again. ‘I have a really strong feeling that she might be very close by.’

      They both looked up at the door.

      ‘What do we do?’ asked Frankie.

      ‘Good question,’ said Rachel. ‘And one that I don’t have the answer to. Chantelle has just gone in through that door.’

      ‘Do you think she has Lisa in there?’

      ‘It is certainly a possibility.’

      ‘Should we knock? Should we kick the door down? Should we…?’ But before Frankie could finish, a delivery guy on a bike parked up beside them.

      ‘Excuse me, ladies,’ he said, and they both stepped back, allowing him through to walk up the steps and ring the buzzer. Flat number three, Rachel noted.

      ‘Hello,’ came a scratchy yet familiar voice through the intercom.

      ‘Er, yeah, I’ve got a pizza for Tina.’

      Rachel looked at Frankie and her eyes were as wide as Rachel’s. It couldn’t be that Tina, could it?

      There was a buzzing sound and the delivery guy pushed the door as it clicked open.

      Rachel stared at the door but Frankie sprang into action. ‘Did you say Tina? She’s my neighbour, I can take it up to her if you like. I’m going back in anyway. Just out here for a ciggie; terrible habit. Really should give it up. Anyway, it’s no bother, I’m going that way.’

      ‘Oh, er, okay then,’ said the delivery guy, handing over the pizza. ‘Thanks.’ He looked down at his phone. ‘Yeah, she paid online so that would be…’ But before he could finish Frankie had taken the pizza, skipped past him and was in through the door.

      ‘Great,’ said Rachel. ‘Thank you so much.’ She grabbed the door. ‘We might even get a slice if we’re lucky!’ She smiled at the pizza guy before following Frankie inside.

      The red door fell shut behind them and they both stood in the silence of the hallway. Takeaway flyers and junk mail lay on the sideboard and strewn across the floor.

      ‘Smells good,’ said Frankie.

      Rachel breathed in the pizza smell, suddenly realising she was ravenous. ‘I wonder what flavour it is.’

      Frankie lifted the lid of the pizza box slightly and peaked inside. ‘Sweetcorn and pineapple.’

      Rachel’s eyes widened. ‘Are you sure?’

      ‘Yes, I know! What a terrible choice.’ Frankie paused and looked at Rachel. ‘What’s up?’

      ‘She’s here,’ said Rachel. ‘Lisa is here and she’s alive.’

      Frankie looked confused.

      ‘She loves a yellow pizza topping!’

      Frankie still looked confused, but she didn’t ask any questions, she just looked back at Rachel with a slightly panicked stare.

      ‘Well,’ said Rachel, looking up at the stairs and then back across at Frankie. ‘I guess we’d better deliver a pizza.’
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      Frankie and Rachel stood outside flat number three. Tina’s flat.

      Frankie clung onto the pizza box for dear life.

      ‘Shall I knock?’ asked Rachel. ‘Or will you?’

      ‘I’m holding the pizza,’ said Frankie. ‘You do it.’ But then as she watched Rachel make a fist, she added, ‘Wait! Have we thought this through?’

      ‘What do you mean?’

      ‘Like, what are we going to say?’ Frankie was suddenly picturing the door opening and her and Rachel being completely lost for words or actions.

      ‘We are going to ask where Lisa is,’ said Rachel.

      ‘Right,’ said Frankie. ‘And what if she tells us to get lost? Or worse still Chantelle answers and does us in.’

      ‘Does us in?’ Rachel raised an eyebrow at her friend. ‘Well, we’ll cross that bridge when we come to it.’

      ‘Right,’ said Frankie, again. ‘Okay, go ahead then. Knock on the door.’

      Rachel knocked, and it sent a shiver down Frankie’s spine.

      ‘Oh God. What are we doing? We must be mad! Please don’t let either of them kill us.’ She touched her forehead, chest and each shoulder in the sign of the cross while clinging onto the pizza box with her other hand. ‘Please God.’

      ‘I didn’t know you were so religious,’ said Rachel, but Frankie wasn’t listening, she was too busy nervous-muttering under her breath until Rachel shushed her. ‘Listen, I think someone’s coming.’

      ‘Is that a good idea?’ asked Frankie, as Rachel put her ear to the door.

      She was right: it wasn’t a good idea and Rachel stumbled when the door opened, falling inside at the feet of the person who opened it. Frankie wanted to tell Rachel to get up, but as soon as she saw who was standing in the doorway, she fell silent. She had no more words, but Rachel did.

      ‘Oi, watch it. You should take more care when you are opening a door.’ She got up and brushed herself down and once she was face to face with the woman who had open the door, her jaw fell open. ‘Lisa?’

      Frankie and Rachel both stared at her and Lisa looked as shocked as they did, but just about managed to utter, ‘What are you doing here?’

      ‘Are you okay?’ asked Frankie, but Rachel had obviously decided that there was no time for pleasantries.

      ‘Come with us, quick, while they’re not looking. We will protect you.’ Rachel stepped forwards and put an arm around Lisa’s shoulder.

      ‘What are you talking about?’ said Lisa.

      ‘We’ve come to help you,’ said Frankie. ‘To save you from…’ She lowered her voice and said the next word in a whisper, ‘Chantelle.’

      ‘And Tina,’ Rachel added. ‘Or is she in danger too?’

      Lisa burst out laughing, which wasn’t the reaction Frankie was expecting.

      ‘What’s so funny?’ she asked.

      ‘You are going to save me from Chantelle?’ Lisa laughed. ‘And Tina?’

      ‘Yes,’ said Frankie and Rachel in unison.

      ‘Ladies,’ said Lisa. ‘I don’t need saving from Chantelle or Tina. They are helping me.’

      Frankie’s head was spinning. She didn’t understand. ‘So,’ she spluttered, ‘who was it that abducted you then? Was it that guy from the garage… Ryan?’

      ‘Ladies,’ Lisa bit her bottom lip. ‘No one abducted me! Ryan is helping me too. Ryan is great.’ Lisa’s cheeks seemed to flush pink. ‘They are all helping me get away from Dale. To start afresh.’

      Frankie scratched her forehead and looked towards Rachel to see if she was making any more sense of this than she was. Rachel shook her head as if she knew the question before Frankie asked it.

      ‘But Chantelle was looking for you.’ Rachel sounded as confused as Frankie felt.

      Lisa looked down at her toes as she twisted her ankle from side to side. ‘You’d better come in.’ She led them through to the lounge.

      ‘What’s going on?’ asked Chantelle, as soon as she saw them. She stood up from her seat on the couch. ‘What are they doing here?’

      ‘Delivering pizza,’ said Rachel.

      ‘We thought we were doing the same thing as you, Chantelle,’ said Frankie. ‘Looking for Lisa, but it seems as though you’ve already found her.’

      Chantelle’s cheeks flushed pink, but she didn’t speak.

      ‘You were all over social media looking for her.’ Rachel was raising her voice and Frankie wasn’t sure that an argument would help anybody. ‘Or was that all just for show? Just for likes? Just for followers?’

      ‘No,’ Lisa spoke for her. ‘It wasn’t like that.’

      ‘Then what was it like?’

      Frankie thought about the wild goose chase that Chantelle had taken her on, all the while posting about Lisa’s disappearance as if she was devastated. Was that all part of the plan? Increasing their profiles and gaining each other more followers? It seemed like a pretty sick joke.

      ‘I think we need to tell them,’ said Lisa. ‘The truth,’ she added.

      ‘I agree,’ said Tina, entering the room with trepidation.

      ‘Sounds like a good idea,’ said Rachel, plonking herself on the couch.

      ‘Make yourself comfortable,’ said Chantelle, with just a hint of sarcasm.

      ‘Thank you, I will.’ Rachel smiled, sweetly. And before Chantelle could sit down too, she added, ‘Two sugars in mine, please.’

      Chantelle blew out a puff of air but she didn’t protest. Frankie sensed that she didn’t appreciate being told what to do but that she would do it just to keep the peace. As she turned to walk away, her phone pinged. Frankie could only see the side of her face as she looked at the screen, but it scrunched up as her hand shot to her mouth. She turned back to them. ‘He knows where we are!’

      ‘Who does?’ asked Rachel.

      Frankie’s eyes shot to Rachel and then immediately back to Chantelle, but she didn’t need to answer. They all knew who she was talking about.

      ‘Dale,’ said Lisa, verbalising their thoughts.

      ‘Shit,’ said Rachel, as Chantelle turned her phone screen to the other women.

      ‘I will get you for this,’ Frankie read out loud.
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      It took Rachel less than a split-second to switch to protective-mum mode.

      These three women that she and Frankie had been searching for, questioning and treating with suspicion were now all in great danger. All three of them had been lying to her and Frankie, but she had to take some responsibility for leaving breadcrumbs that helped Dale to find them. And she was a mum. She knew how to protect her flock, and that was exactly what she planned to do.

      ‘We need to get out of here,’ said Rachel. ‘If he knows we are here then we all need to leave. Now!’

      The women started grabbing shoes and coats and bags.

      ‘I thought DI Harding was going to arrest him,’ said Frankie.

      Rachel nodded. ‘She was. He must have slipped the net somehow.’

      ‘And we’ve just pissed him off even more,’ said Lisa, biting her lip.

      Chantelle took her arm. ‘You had to get away from him, Lisa. It is clearly me he is angry with now for helping you.’

      There was a moment of tense silence. Rachel couldn’t get her head around what exactly was going on here but she knew she had to help these women. Everyone took a deep breath before Rachel opened the door.

      ‘Where exactly are we going?’ asked Tina.

      ‘I don’t know,’ said Rachel. ‘But I will know by the time we get there.’

      As they walked down the stairs, Rachel’s mind skipped through places she could take these women. The garage was right over the road, but that would surely be the first place Dale would look now. They could go back to the hotel, but that would be on his radar too. We’re in a big city. There must be somewhere! Then Rachel remembered a place that she had seen out of the bus window earlier. She had needed a reason to go there and this was the perfect excuse.

      ‘Follow me,’ she said, as they piled out onto the street. She looked down at her phone screen. ‘This way!’ She waved them down a side street and hung back to check the coast was clear. A taxi pulled up in front of the steps to Tina’s apartment and a man got out.

      ‘Shit!’ she said under her breath. ‘Let’s go, ladies,’ she said a little louder.

      Tina stopped and looked back in the direction of the cab. ‘Is that him?’

      ‘I think so!’ Rachel whispered so as not to cause alarm, before raising her voice. ‘We need to hurry.’

      Tina turned swiftly and she must have caught her high heel in the pavement because the next thing Rachel saw was her tumbling towards her. She threw her arms out to cushion her fall, but this didn’t stop Tina letting out a little yelp as she landed in her arms. Dale looked up and glanced in their direction.

      ‘Run!’ yelled Rachel. There was no point in being quiet anymore. He had seen them. Hopefully not all of them, but Rachel and Tina at the very least. ‘Go! Shift it!’ Rachel upped her own pace to show the other women some urgency.

      They ran down the side street. Tina trotted, which was the best she could do in heels. Rachel glanced back over her shoulder. ‘Right, left, right!’ she called, hoping that they would weave their way into the maze of smaller roads before Dale caught up with them. As she was running, all she could think was that Amy and Beth would be proud of her. They could outrun Dale for sure, but Rachel wasn’t sure that she could.

      ‘This way,’ she called, realising that they were close to the destination she had in mind.

      ‘I can’t,’ panted Tina. She was easily the youngest of the group but running in heels was no mean feat.

      ‘You can.’ Rachel linked one arm into hers, and as the other women turned to see this they all ran back towards them and scooped Tina up so that her feet were barely touching the ground. ‘Here,’ cried Rachel, as she burst through the door of a bakery, the bell above the entrance ringing to mark their arrival.

      ‘Do you have a table upstairs?’ panted Rachel.

      ‘Yes,’ said a very young waitress. ‘Go on up. I’ll be with you in a sec.’

      Rachel ushered the others upstairs and followed behind them. As she turned the corner of the stairs she heard a voice from behind her. ‘Five women have just gone upstairs. I reckon they’re hiding from someone.’

      Rachel stopped, held her breath and listened to what the waitress was going to say next, but a different voice spoke first. ‘What, like the police?’

      ‘No, I don’t think so. They didn’t look like the type.’

      Should I take that as a compliment?

      ‘More likely to be hiding from a stag do.’

      Rachel breathed out.

      ‘Are we talking old women or youngsters.’

      ‘Umm…’

      Rachel waited with dread for her answer.

      ‘Not that old.’

      She’d take that. She continued upstairs. The other four women were sat round a table next to the window.

      ‘Really?’ asked Rachel. ‘This is the table you chose?’

      ‘Hiding in plain sight,’ said Frankie.

      ‘And keeping a look out,’ added Tina.

      Lisa and Chantelle didn’t say a word. They had the most to lose from all this, Rachel knew that, but Frankie was right, hiding in plain sight was best. Plus, if Dale did manage to find them here, what was he going to do in front of a bakery full of staff and customers? She breathed a sigh of almost relief, but until Dale was arrested, there would still be a niggle.

      ‘They have jam doughnuts,’ said Frankie, reading the menu.

      ‘Why do you think it caught my eye?’ Rachel beamed.
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      The five women sat in the quaint café, with sugary tea to calm their nerves. It was a tranquil oasis in a chaotic city.

      Four of the women tucked into their doughnuts. As Frankie wiped jam and sugar from her lips with a napkin, she noticed that Lisa hadn’t touched hers.

      Lisa looked at her. ‘Dale wouldn’t like me eating this. Too many calories.’

      ‘Dale isn’t here,’ said Frankie, which got her a smile. ‘No one has the right to tell you what to eat.’ She paused. ‘Is that what happened? Is it why you left?’

      Lisa nodded.

      Frankie stayed silent hoping that Lisa might fill them in on what had been going on. The silence worked and Lisa took a deep breath. ‘I guess I owe you guys an explanation.’

      She explained how she and Chantelle had bonded online over their similar circumstances. How Chantelle had known what a controlling partner Dale could be, and how she had noticed little things in Lisa’s posts that hinted that it might be happening again. And so she sent Lisa a private message to say that she had struggled with the same thing and that maybe she could help her get out of an awful situation.

      ‘I didn’t want to engage at first,’ Lisa said. She had thought that Chantelle was just an over-familiar fan, but eventually too much struck a chord with her and they started to chat.

      Lisa had confided in Chantelle that he never wanted her daughter from a previous relationship around and Chantelle had told Lisa that he barely cared about his own child, let alone anyone else’s. Both women felt like they’d let him treat them badly and it had stripped away their identity as a mum. Now they never felt good enough for whatever their friends and family expected. Both used social media to reassure themselves that they were good enough, that they were valued and that they were liked.

      ‘That’s awful,’ said Frankie, when Lisa had finished the story.

      She looked over at Rachel, hoping she would say something similar, but she seemed riled up and instead said, ‘But don’t you want to be at home, giving your kids the biggest cuddle instead of running around, playing these games, just to get a few extra likes and followers? Can’t you just leave him? Why all the secrecy?’

      ‘You have no idea.’ Chantelle laughed. ‘But if you think we’re doing all this for likes and followers, you are very much mistaken.’

      Lisa cleared her throat. ‘The likes are nothing to do with it. If anything they’ve made the whole thing more uncomfortable. When Chantelle posted about me going missing it was to make the whole thing believable. Make the story check out. With the amount of followers I had there was no way I would just disappear without anyone noticing, but my followers were going up quicker than I could refresh my phone screen and I suddenly realised that increasing my following would benefit me financially, and that did not sit easily with me. I have been trying to establish my online presence for a long time, so that I can start to actually make money from it, but not like this. This isn’t what I wanted. I wanted to be able to support myself so that I could escape but it just didn’t feel right.’

      ‘Okay,’ said Frankie. ‘So your initial plan was to…?’

      ‘Disappear! Chantelle’s post would make it seem like I’d gone AWOL. I’d hide out with Ryan until Dale forgot about me and then start afresh somewhere new.’

      ‘It’s a pretty flimsy plan,’ said Rachel.

      ‘I know,’ said Lisa. ‘But when I won the jackpot at the bingo, I knew I could pull it off. It wasn’t much but it was enough to mean I could pay my way for a day or so and escape. I just wish…’

      The room fell silent and Frankie knew what Lisa was going to say.

      ‘I just wish that no one had to get hurt.’

      All eyes fell on Tina, who had been very quiet until this point.

      ‘What happened?’ asked Frankie. ‘How did Tina get involved?’

      Lisa took a deep breath. ‘I got back to the hotel and went up to my room. I’d barely had time to sit on the bed when Chantelle turned up and said that it was now or never. When I went back down to the foyer, I saw Dale. He was wearing dark glasses and a hat with his hood up, but I knew it was him. I knew he was there to escort me home, and although he’d never hit me, he terrified me.’

      Lisa took a breath and no one else spoke. ‘He had this control over me that made me feel suffocated. I couldn’t let him see me so I ran into the toilet, but I couldn’t be sure that he hadn’t seen me. So, when Tina came in, wearing an identical dress to me, I had an idea. If I waited and let her go out before me then he would think that’s who he’d just seen running into the ladies and then maybe I could hide out in there until the coast was clear. I thought he’d follow her and it would give me time to zip back up to my room before he realised it wasn’t me.’

      The chatter from the other tables in the café dissolved to nothing as Frankie and Rachel sat on the edge of their seats. They were gripped by the story of how things had played out.

      ‘But a few moments after she went out,’ Lisa continued, ‘I heard Tina cry out in pain. I didn’t know what had happened and I didn’t want Dale to see me so I waited. My heart was racing, but I waited until I couldn’t wait any longer and then I made my way out to see what had happened. Tina was lying on the floor covered in blood, but – thank goodness – Dale was nowhere to be seen.’

      ‘So that’s when you helped Tina?’ asked Frankie. ‘And took her into the toilets to get her cleaned up?’

      Lisa nodded. It was as if she had run out of words.

      ‘And when you swapped dresses?’ added Rachel.

      ‘She was covered in blood,’ said Lisa. ‘And she was on a date. I couldn’t let her go back to it looking like that. Not when I knew it was my fault. I never believed that Dale would actually hurt anyone, physically.’

      She bit her lip and then smiled at Tina, who smiled back before looking down at her knees.

      ‘That wasn’t your fault, Lisa,’ said Frankie. ‘Tina was in the wrong place at the wrong time.’

      ‘Wearing the wrong dress,’ said Tina.

      Lisa nodded.

      ‘Such a coincidence,’ Rachel continued. ‘That your dresses were so similar and you have similar hair, and…’ She trailed off.

      Tina looked at Chantelle, who met her eyes for a moment before looking away, and in that moment, in that exchange of glances, Frankie realised that it wasn’t a coincidence at all.

      ‘Or was it?’ she asked, eyes on Chantelle. ‘A coincidence?’

      Chantelle looked at her in mock surprise. ‘Excuse me?’

      Tina looked at the floor.

      ‘I saw you give Tina an envelope, Chantelle, presumably of money?’

      ‘What?’ asked Lisa.

      ‘I…’ Chantelle didn’t seem to be able to find an explanation.

      ‘You asked her to turn up at the hotel, wearing a dress like Lisa’s, as a decoy.’ There was no question in Frankie’s voice. She was stating a fact. When no one responded she looked at Tina.

      She nodded. ‘I was just told to walk across the lobby in a sparkly dress. I didn’t know I was going to get punched in the face.’

      ‘He is never normally violent,’ said Chantelle, defensively. ‘Although I did always worry that one day he might snap.’

      ‘So it’s true?’ asked Lisa.

      ‘It was just in case,’ said Chantelle, weakly. ‘In case Dale turned up.’

      ‘So, I was bait?’ Tina folded her arms.

      There was an uncomfortable silence and Frankie was grateful when Rachel broke it. ‘Why get Chantelle involved anyway, Lisa? Why not just hide out with Ryan? He clearly has a soft spot for you.’

      Frankie wasn’t sure that now was the time for Rachel to be teasing.

      ‘I had to make it believable,’ said Lisa. ‘Chantelle has saved me. She has literally saved my life.’

      ‘She has?’ Rachel asked, seeming genuinely interested.

      Frankie, too, listened intently for clarification.

      ‘Dale would have killed me,’ said Lisa. ‘Maybe not with his own hands, although he’s now proved he has the violent streak that Chantelle warned me about, but if I had stayed with him, I don’t think I would have survived.’

      ‘Were things really that bad?’ asked Frankie, but as soon as she asked it, she realised what a stupid question it was. Of course they were that bad. She just had to look at the lengths these women had gone to to escape him.

      She heard a ping and Rachel looked down at her phone. She beamed. ‘They’ve arrested him,’ she said, and Lisa began to sob.

      Frankie knew they were tears of relief. She had done what she planned. She had escaped. Frankie was relieved too. She was relieved that it was the Jam Sandwich Detectives that found her and not Dale.
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      Rachel sat for a moment, taking in everything Lisa had said. Still unable to believe that after all the searching, here she was sat in front of her, sipping a cup of tea.

      She really did feel for Lisa. She’d never had a controlling partner and could only imagine how awful it must be, but she couldn’t help thinking that Lisa had handled this whole thing so badly.

      She gulped down the last mouthful of her tea and put the mug down on the table. ‘Right,’ she said, wiping the corners of her mouth with her forefinger and thumb. ‘Let me get this straight, faking your disappearance was the only way to get away from him?’

      ‘I was desperate. It wasn’t fully planned out, but everything just slotted together. Chantelle and I had always said that if the opportunity presented itself, then you had to grab it with both hands.’

      ‘Get yourself out of there, and never look back,’ added Chantelle.

      Rachel thought to herself for a minute, not quite piecing it all together. ‘The opportunity being… seeing him hit another woman?’

      ‘No. That was just the final push. I may have backed out, but things were slotting into place way before that.’

      ‘Go on…’ Rachel wanted to hear it all from the horse’s mouth.

      Lisa took a deep breath and Rachel waited. She looked over to Frankie who was listening intently too, and looking as stunned as Rachel felt.

      ‘Dale gave me twenty-five pounds for the weekend. He controls everything I spend and he said that I had already spent enough on the hotel room and train ticket, so that was all I was allowed.’

      Rachel already had so many questions, but she let Lisa speak.

      ‘So, when I won that two hundred quid, I was like, this is my chance. I can get away from him with a bit of cash in my pocket that he doesn’t know about.’

      ‘Two hundred quid isn’t much,’ said Frankie.

      ‘I know, but it was enough to get me started. And being around all you strong, powerful women got me thinking, I can do this!’

      ‘Us?’ asked Rachel. ‘Strong and powerful?’

      ‘You’ve all got your shit together,’ said Lisa, and it was the biggest compliment that Rachel had received in quite some time, especially as her shit was most definitely not together.

      ‘Well, I’m glad we give off that impression,’ she said. She thought for a second. ‘But you gave the two hundred quid to Tina?’

      Lisa sighed. ‘We panicked when Dale had been snooping around the garage and the hotel. We knew he was onto us, so I had to find somewhere else to stay, and fast.’

      ‘And I knew that Tina lived nearby and that the money might sweeten the deal,’ added Chantelle.

      ‘It was more than they paid me for walking into a hotel foyer in a sparkly dress,’ said Tina.

      ‘Did it make up for the punch to the face?’ asked Chantelle, with a guilt-ridden smile.

      ‘Hang on,’ said Lisa. ‘Were you even on a date?’

      Tina smiled broadly. ‘I found myself one to make the task easier.’

      Was it that easy? Rachel wondered.

      Tina added, ‘I couldn’t even afford a drink, the wages they were paying me!’

      The women laughed. It was awkward at first but then it felt like a release. Five women, all with various stresses going on in their lives, finding a moment of common ground. Lisa’s story really made Rachel think, and she promised herself that she would return home with a renewed sense of perspective.

      ‘I overheard this guy at the bar telling someone where he was staying and I thought: win-win. He can pay for my drinks and give me an excuse to go into the hotel.’

      ‘So, you’re not heartbroken that he most probably has a wife?’ asked Rachel, hoping that the night of passion with Geoff had been worth it.

      Tina laughed. ‘I think I’ll live!’

      ‘Why did you take your hairbrush?’ asked Frankie out of nowhere.

      ‘Pardon?’ Lisa seemed as surprised as Rachel at the sudden change of topic.

      ‘Why did you take your hairbrush?’ Frankie repeated. ‘If you wanted it to look like you’d been kidnapped.’

      Lisa reached into the small bag that she had taken with her and pulled out her hairbrush. She turned it to Frankie.

      ‘Mummy,’ Frankie read from the back of the brush, nodding as she did so.

      ‘I miss Daisy,’ said Lisa, taking the mood back to a more serious one. ‘I don’t see her enough, and if I’m honest, I miss her dad. I think I took him for granted and should never have let him go. And Dale was obviously a massive mistake, but Ryan… Ryan may not be much to look at but he’s kind. He is like a best friend. He has really helped me out.’

      Rachel rubbed her forehead. ‘Hold on, back up a second. Are you sleeping with Ryan at the garage?’

      Frankie walloped her arm. ‘That is none of your business, Rachel!’

      ‘No, I’m not,’ Lisa protested.

      ‘But, you’d like to be?’

      ‘Rach!’ Frankie shot her daggers.

      Lisa blushed.

      ‘Well, he must like you too if he was helping to hide you!’

      ‘I’ve screwed everything up, haven’t I?’

      ‘Um,’ Rachel wasn’t quite sure what to say.

      ‘I’ve just never been good enough.’ Lisa sighed. ‘I was never as pretty as Natasha, or as rich as Natasha. I didn’t have as many followers. And when Dale started getting at me too, I couldn’t take it. I had to get out of there.’

      ‘It’s okay, Lisa,’ said Chantelle, rubbing her arm. ‘You don’t need to explain. I know exactly how you feel.’

      There was a moment of silence.

      ‘So, you are the witness that saw Lisa covered in blood?’ said Rachel, as the pieces slotted together in her mind. ‘You set it all up.’

      ‘Guilty as charged,’ said Chantelle, holding her hands up.

      ‘And the knife?’ asked Frankie. Rachel couldn’t work out how the knife fitted into all of this either. ‘The CCTV didn’t show Dale dropping it. So how did it get there?’

      No one spoke.

      Chantelle took a deep breath.

      ‘You put it there?’ asked Lisa.

      Rachel was taken aback. ‘You didn’t know?’

      ‘I just wanted to get him in trouble. Make sure we’d got rid of him for good.’ Chantelle looked at the floor, and everyone sat in uncomfortable silence for a moment.

      ‘Are we in trouble?’ Lisa asked.

      ‘I don’t really know,’ said Rachel. ‘Planting the knife will get you a good ticking off from the police, and I guess there might be some sort of perverting the course of justice type thing to deal with, but I’ll put in a good word with the DI.’

      ‘Thank you,’ said Lisa.

      ‘I’m just glad we found you,’ said Rachel. ‘But I think you need to come back and face the music.’

      ‘Quite literally,’ said Frankie. ‘Karaoke starts in an hour!’

      Rachel smiled and she thought she noticed Lisa manage a small one too. ‘You’re safe now,’ she said. ‘Well, apart from the karaoke. Dale has been arrested.’

      Lisa took a deep breath. ‘I can’t just reappear though, can I?’

      ‘Why not?’ asked Rachel. ‘It would make a great story for your socials.’
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      Rachel called DI Harding. ‘We found her!’

      ‘That’s great.’ DI Harding didn’t seem surprised or shocked, and simply said, ‘Well, we arrested her partner, so she’s safe now.’

      ‘It’s a long story but she hadn’t been abducted, she was hiding.’

      ‘I think I’d worked that out,’ said DI Harding, and Rachel wondered whether she herself should have seen it sooner.

      ‘She wants to know whether she needs to hand herself in.’

      ‘Why would she need to do that?’ asked DI Harding.

      ‘Because she’s a missing person,’ said Rachel.

      ‘Not as far as I’m concerned,’ said the DI. ‘Listen, we were looking for the person who assaulted a young woman at the hotel, and we found him. No one reported Lisa missing so we weren’t technically looking for her.’

      ‘No one reported her missing?’

      ‘Nope!’

      What the hell was Natasha playing at? ‘Oh, okay then.’ That certainly made things simpler for Lisa, but it made Rachel sad. No one reported Lisa missing. And they wonder why people seek the reassurance of likes and follows from strangers on the internet.

      ‘However,’ said DI Harding.

      Rachel had known that there would be a but coming.

      ‘I would like a word with the three ladies if you can point me in their direction.’

      ‘Sure,’ said Rachel, hoping that DI Harding wouldn’t be too hard on them.

      ‘Perverting the course of justice and planting false evidence are not to be taken lightly,’ said DI Harding. ‘I will need to issue a formal warning to them all.’

      Rachel nodded. ‘They’ve all been through a lot, so–’

      ‘I’ll take that into account,’ said DI Harding. ‘Do you think Lisa will come in and give evidence against Dale? From my brief time with him I get the impression he’s a bit…’

      ‘…of an arsehole?’ Rachel helped her out with a description.

      ‘Well, yes, that sums it up pretty well.’ Rachel could sense DI Harding smiling down the phone.

      ‘I’m sure she will want to help,’ said Rachel. ‘She is a strong woman after all.’
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            FRANKIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Frankie felt that although in some ways everything seemed wrapped up, in others it was more unravelled than ever.

      Yes, they had found Lisa and yes Dale had been arrested, but how were they going to persuade Lisa to return to her life, and when she did, how would they explain where she had been without telling everyone that she’d lied and deceived them all? Not only her friends and family, but her followers too.

      ‘So, will you come back with us?’ asked Frankie, wondering whether it was as simple as just asking her to. ‘I think maybe you need to explain to the others.’

      ‘I’m not sure if I can,’ said Lisa.

      She had given DI Harding a statement and she, Chantelle and Tina had all had a firm rap across the knuckles. It had shaken Lisa and she wasn’t about to just slip back into chatty party mode.

      ‘I think you have to,’ said Rachel. ‘What are the alternatives?’

      Rachel is right, Frankie thought. There were no viable alternatives. Unless… ‘I think I might have an idea,’ she said. ‘What if we just make it part of the narrative? Part of the facade?’

      ‘What do you mean?’ asked Lisa.

      ‘I’m listening,’ added Chantelle.

      ‘Well, with a little help from your nearest and dearest cousin,’ Frankie looked at Lisa. ‘I reckon we can integrate you back into society, plus get the three of you all loads of likes, love and support, and most importantly, avoid any accusations of criminal negligence or fraud.’

      ‘Well, not being accused of fraud is always a bonus,’ said Lisa.

      ‘Shit!’ said Chantelle. ‘Could that happen?’

      Frankie nodded. ‘Potentially, if anyone could prove that you lied for monetary gain.’

      ‘Blimey!’ Chantelle did not seem like she had thought any of this through properly. Nor did Lisa for that matter. And Tina definitely hadn’t.

      ‘But, we won’t let that happen,’ said Rachel. ‘No one will accuse you of anything, because Frankie has a plan. Don’t you, Frankie?’

      All three women looked at her and Frankie suddenly felt the weight of responsibility on her shoulders, but she did have a plan, so she nodded and said, ‘I do.’

      ‘I feel uncomfortable about gaining any more likes from this,’ said Lisa. ‘Plus, why would Natasha want to help me?’

      ‘Lisa, she has been worried sick,’ said Rachel. ‘I don’t think you realise how much that woman loves you. Okay, sure, she’s a show-off and a drama queen, but she loves the bones of you.’

      ‘She never shows it,’ muttered Lisa, under her breath.

      ‘Well, maybe this is her chance,’ said Rachel, and Frankie wondered whether Lisa had meant her muttering to be quite that audible.

      But Rachel was right, maybe this was Natasha’s chance to do something kind for someone other than herself. Frankie smiled and wondered whether her plan might just work.
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        * * *

      

      After some confused back and forth messages with Natasha, Frankie eventually persuaded her to post a picture of the empty place in the karaoke booth.

      Natasha had messaged:

      
        
          
            
              
        But you and Rach aren’t here either. Do you want me to post about your empty spaces too?

      

      

      

      

      

      Frankie had replied:

      
        
          
            
              
        We’ll be there. Just post about Lisa. You’ll have to trust me; I just have a feeling she’s out there, too afraid to return and show her face, but maybe a friendly post and hint that she’s loved, might entice her back.

      

      

      

      

      

      So, eventually Natasha had agreed to it and as soon as the post pinged up, Frankie started phase two of the plan.

      ‘Right, Chantelle, check your Insta. Do you follow Natasha?’

      ‘Of course I do!’

      Of course she does.

      Chantelle scrolled through her busy feed and Frankie could tell when she found the correct post because her eyes began to smile.

      ‘Oh, Lisa! Have you seen this? It is too cute,’ said Chantelle, her voice at a pitch that Frankie hadn’t heard her use before. ‘Your cousin does love you and she totally misses you. Frankie was right.’

      Frankie watched her own phone as the post got liked by Chantelle and shared by Chantelle, and before long people were commenting and re-sharing and it was popping up all over the place, on her feed and her stories. It was going viral.

      Frankie could see Chantelle’s, Natasha’s and Lisa’s followers increasing before her eyes and she even had a couple of new people drop by and give her a follow too. Social media was a powerful tool and the thing that surprised her the most was that most of the comments were positive. Of course, there was always someone trying to put a downer on any hint of happiness, but if you could manage to ignore that, you were treated to:

      
        
        I hope you find her soon.

        I know she’s out there somewhere.

        Strength in numbers. Stick together and you’ll get her back.

      

      

      Frankie couldn’t help but feel refreshed by the kind words.

      ‘These people deserve a happy ending,’ said Frankie. ‘And so do you.’

      Lisa smiled, but she didn’t say anything.

      ‘Frankie’s right,’ said Rachel. ‘You can do this. You need to do this.’

      Chantelle gave her an encouraging nod and suddenly Frankie felt like they were finally all on the same team.
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        * * *

      

      When they arrived at the karaoke bar, Frankie suggested that she and Rachel should go in first and that Lisa could follow on in a few minutes.

      This was a risk. Lisa could easily change her mind and do another runner, but it had to be Lisa’s decision. There was no point in forcing her to do anything that she didn’t want to.

      They did invite Chantelle and Tina to join them but Chantelle told them she was just happy that she could help Lisa find her new confidence, and Tina said she’d had just about as much excitement as she could take for one weekend. They all said their goodbyes and Chantelle and Tina stayed outside.

      Frankie watched Natasha’s reaction when she saw Lisa enter the dark little room and walk into the spotlight. It was one of relief, but also of joy and love. The two cousins embraced, and Frankie hoped that any past tensions and unnecessary competition between them would soon be tomorrow’s chip paper.

      When Lisa stepped up to the mic and belted out ‘I Should Be So Lucky’ Frankie knew that she would be okay. Her luck had finally changed. She had people that would support her and help her through this. She could go back to being Lucky Lisa, sharing the latest looks, living her life.

      Natasha suddenly announced that it was time for a group shot, and Frankie was relieved when she realised that she meant a photo rather than another tiny glass of unidentifiable coloured liquid. Everyone gathered together, clutching microphones and glasses of fizz, as Natasha held a selfie-stick aloft and they all followed her instructions and shouted, ‘Welcome back Lisa!’ towards the screen.

      ‘Well, that’s a great photo,’ said Natasha, as she analysed her screen. Then she asked Lisa if she could share it to tell the world that her cousin was safe and well, but Lisa said, ‘I think you should wait. Let’s just enjoy the moment.’

      Frankie smiled. Had Lisa learnt that moments didn’t have to be posted on social media to make them real? That they have worth without getting liked or shared? Or was she just giving someone else a chance to break the good news? She decided that maybe, hopefully, it was a bit of both.

      Lisa’s phone screen lit her face up and she smiled as she looked down at it. Then Frankie looked at her own phone and saw Chantelle’s post.

      Back with her people, it read. Where she belongs. And the photo was of Lisa’s back as she walked into a room full of people beaming, with their arms out to greet her. No longer alone, and surrounded by love.
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            LISA

          

        

      

    

    
      Social media never told the full story.

      Lisa knew that.

      Behind the shots of drunken karaoke, glasses clinking in celebration and reunited cousins embracing, there were some very difficult conversations.

      Lisa explained the whole story to Natasha and apologised for distracting from her birthday weekend.

      ‘Are you kidding?’ Natasha had said. ‘A missing party guest made for some great content.’

      The cousins had shared a smile. Each knowing that Natasha’s humour was a mask for her real feelings. Feelings of guilt and pain and relief that were left unspoken, but they both knew, and that was enough.

      If she was going to be found then there was no one Lisa would have rather been found by.

      Lisa liked both Frankie and Rachel, although for different reasons. Frankie was kind and thoughtful whereas Rachel said it like it was. They balanced each other out. They were clearly good people and good for each other.

      The Jam Sandwich Detectives were clever. They had found out that she’d disappeared on purpose, that Chantelle had come up with the plan, that Tina was brought in as a decoy and that Ryan was helping too. They had worked out that Dale assaulted Tina thinking she was Lisa and that Lisa offered to swap clothes with her so that Lisa would be spotted covered in blood.

      But they hadn’t worked out everything.

      They hadn’t worked out that she had talked Trace into deleting Dale’s number from Natasha’s phone and they hadn’t worked out that the Jam Sandwich Detectives were part of the plan. Lisa wanted to be found. She knew that Daisy was in safe hands with her dad, Ian. She hadn’t wanted to leave her daughter forever. It would break her heart and this whole experience had confirmed that even more.

      Lisa had just wanted to disappear for long enough to make Dale lose interest and move on, so that she could escape. She knew that he would never change. He had never hit Lisa, but it seemed like he just snapped in that hotel foyer. Getting him in trouble with the police secured her exit strategy when she finally accepted that she needed one, although Lisa still wasn’t completely on board with Chantelle’s idea of planting the knife. She now had a reason to leave him that people could see. It was tangible. He assaulted someone. The thing about psychological abuse was that no one could see it, but Lisa knew it would have killed her in the end.

      Natasha had told her about the Jam Sandwich Detectives and Lisa knew that they would crack the case. She also knew that she would be the centre of attention for once. And being the centre of attention on Natasha’s birthday sweetened the deal.

      ‘I’m sorry that I used you as part of the plan.’

      ‘What?’ Rachel put her hand behind one ear.

      The sound of squawking mums with microphones was drowning Lisa out so she spoke up. ‘I just thought getting you involved would help the whole charade.’

      Rachel nodded, although Lisa wasn’t convinced she could hear what she was saying. ‘That’s why I got Natasha to invite you along to her birthday, I knew you’d investigate.’

      ‘I didn’t catch that,’ said Rachel, in a rare moment of quiet between karaoke songs. ‘Come again…’

      But Lisa decided not to repeat herself. Rachel didn’t need to know that she told Natasha to invite her and Frankie under the pretence of wanting to meet them, so instead she said, ‘The Jam Sandwich Detectives should get their own Insta page. I can help you with your followers.’

      ‘Christ no,’ said Rachel.

      ‘I can’t even keep up with my doodling one,’ said Frankie, as she sat down next to them.

      ‘Well, at me if you change your mind!’

      Rachel nodded and gave her a thumbs-up, but Lisa knew she had no idea what that meant.
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            RACHEL

          

        

      

    

    
      Rachel and Frankie sat in silence during the taxi ride back home from the station.

      Rachel was thankful for the time to breathe. The moment to reflect. The opportunity to reset.

      ‘Hot chocolate,’ she had croaked when she woke up that morning.

      ‘It’s a bit late for that now,’ Frankie had laughed.

      But even hungover, Rachel felt much better this morning than when she had woken up yesterday. She had once again been reminded that being just a mum was okay. In fact, right now it was what she was longing for.

      This weekend she had found a missing person. She’d helped Lisa to escape the dangerous clutches of a man she was better off without, and now she and her little girl could start afresh. She’d helped two rival cousins re-bond over what was real, rather than what was online. And right now the only thing she wanted in the world was a cuddle from her kids. She had missed them. She’d missed the chaos and the laughter and the fun.

      She sighed, but it was a happy sigh because she was nearly home.

      ‘Well, Natasha’s birthday trip did live up to its eventful reputation,’ she said eventually, breaking the silence.

      ‘That’s an understatement.’

      ‘And we didn’t see that conclusion coming,’ said Rachel. ‘The crime that wasn’t the crime we first thought! We were investigating a kidnapping and it was no such thing. Are the Jam Sandwich Detectives losing their touch?’

      ‘You could look at it that way,’ said Frankie. ‘Or you could look at it like this: every single person on our suspect list was involved in Lisa’s disappearance somehow, even if not directly. So we were pretty damn close.’

      Rachel looked pensive.

      ‘Chantelle was the ringleader,’ Frankie clarified. ‘It seemed like the whole thing was her idea. Ryan gave Lisa somewhere to run away to. The hooded man in the foyer, Dale, gave her someone to run away from.’

      ‘Natasha’s name kept coming up though, and she had nothing to do with it.’

      ‘No, true.’ Frankie nodded. ‘And nor did Amy and Beth.’

      ‘Perhaps we should trust our friends more,’ said Rachel. ‘I think we got stung by Jane and are still recovering from that. We need to learn to trust people again.’

      ‘Yes we do,’ agreed Frankie.

      ‘I still can’t believe that Natasha didn’t report Lisa missing,’ mused Rachel.

      ‘I think she really did trust us to find her,’ said Frankie.

      Rachel smiled. ‘Although I stand by my theory that Amy and Beth were hiding something! We still don’t know what they were arguing about.’

      ‘Oh, I spoke to Beth last night, mid karaoke-wailing, but she wasn’t making much sense,’ said Frankie. ‘Apparently they’d been talked into distracting Natasha while Trace did something on her phone, which Beth felt guilty about but Amy didn’t. Oh, and something about people Natasha had invited on her birthday trip under false pretences, and whether they should tell them they were being used. Beth wanted to but Amy didn’t or something. I have no idea, I think she was drunk.’

      ‘Hmm,’ said Rachel. ‘Trace turned out to be pretty helpful. We might have a new member of the Jam Sandwich Detectives!’

      ‘Gosh! Don’t tell Jane,’ said Frankie. Rachel smiled, but before she had time to respond, Frankie added, ‘Tina was a curveball at the end there.’

      ‘Yes, didn’t see that one coming.’ Rachel nodded. ‘How did she get roped into being punched in the face as a decoy?’

      ‘She needed the money. In that envelope was £200, Lisa’s bingo winnings.’

      ‘Unlucky for some!’
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        * * *

      

      As they walked through the front door Charlie and Billy ran up to their mums and threw their arms around them. ‘You’re home!’ they chorused.

      Megan shuffled into the hallway. ‘The excitement of bingo got too much for you, did it?’

      Rachel smiled and glanced at Frankie. ‘Oh, it was wild!’ she said. ‘We had to come home as we needed a cup of tea and a biscuit to recover.’

      ‘Our slippers were calling,’ Frankie added.

      Megan half smiled, then shrugged and mooched off in the direction of her bedroom.

      Rachel and Frankie walked into the kitchen, where Rachel had expected Phil to instantly hand over the virtual baton and disappear off to play golf, but instead the welcome smell of roast chicken greeted her nostrils.

      ‘Oh, you’re back,’ said Phil, as he walked over to Rachel, flinging the tea towel he was holding over his shoulder and giving her a peck on the cheek. ‘Sorry, I couldn’t pick you up from the station but couldn’t leave the kids and the bird, you know how it is!’ He nodded his head towards the chattering boys and then towards the oven. ‘But there’s plenty, so do stay for lunch if you like, Frankie.’

      ‘Oh right, well, if you’re sure it’s no bother?’ Frankie smiled. ‘Would be really helpful as I can’t remember what I have in at home.’

      ‘No bother at all,’ said Phil. ‘You ladies sit down and put your feet up. It will be ready in about twenty minutes. Megan will lay the table.’ He raised his voice. ‘Won’t you, Megan?’

      She huffed before turning around and shuffling back in.

      ‘Can I get either of you a glass of wine?’

      ‘Yes, please, Dad!’ Megan smiled.

      ‘I was talking to your mum and Frankie.’ Phil rolled his eyes.

      ‘Good manners though, darling,’ said Rachel, and Megan rolled hers too.

      He held out the bottle towards the ladies.

      ‘Not for me,’ said Rachel, almost retching at the thought.

      ‘I’ll just have a glass of water please,’ said Frankie.

      ‘Oh dear! Heavy weekend, was it?’

      ‘You could say that,’ said Rachel.

      ‘Too old, can’t hack the pace,’ said Megan, just loud enough for them all to hear.

      Rachel saw Frankie smile but neither of them rose to it.

      ‘You’re absolutely right, Megan,’ said Rachel. ‘Was far too loud at the bingo, couldn’t hear myself think.’

      ‘Because you’re a Roman.’

      ‘Ah, that explains why they gave you a linen scroll with your bingo card on, Rach!’ Frankie grinned.

      ‘Please, don’t encourage her!’ Rachel shook her head, but spotting that Megan had almost laughed, added, ‘Now I must pop to the latrine before the banquet commences.’
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        * * *

      

      Rachel, Frankie and Phil sat at the table, full of roast dinner and apple crumble.

      The kids had all disappeared as soon as their last spoonful of custard had been inhaled.

      ‘So, you cracked the case then?’ asked Phil, taking a sip of the Sauvignon Blanc that Frankie had bought him for looking after Billy.

      ‘Not really, I think DI Harding solved it,’ said Rachel.

      ‘But we definitely helped,’ said Frankie. ‘We found Lisa.’

      ‘There’s never a dull moment with you two around, is there?’

      Rachel had to admit that it had been more interesting than the bingo. She sighed. ‘Shame it wasn’t a murder this time.’

      And as both Frankie’s and Phil’s eyes fell on her she realised she had said those words out loud. ‘I mean, not that I wanted to find Lisa dead, it’s just… I’m going to stop talking.’

      Frankie smiled. ‘Do you remember last time?’

      ‘What, the time we helped solve an actual murder?’ asked Rachel.

      ‘Well, yes!’ Frankie giggled. ‘Well, last time we got a little carried away and started calling ourselves detectives and talking about police training.’

      Rachel laughed. ‘Yes, we did!’

      ‘Well, maybe, instead of training to become police officers, which we clearly never got around to, we could like, start a business putting on mystery weekends for birthdays and hen dos where people can solve a crime while they celebrate.’

      Rachel hoped that this was one of those in the moment ideas that wouldn’t come to anything, rather than a serious proposal.

      ‘I mean, we could,’ said Rachel. ‘It does sound more fun than bingo, but it also sounds like a lot of effort. Maybe we could just go back to making jam sandwiches and trying to remember what day of the flippin’ week it is.’

      Frankie smiled and nodded. ‘Probably a better idea.’

      Phil stood up. ‘I’ll leave you to your planning, ladies,’ he said, as he started to clear the table.

      ‘Leave those, love. I’ll do that,’ said Rachel.

      ‘Don’t be silly, you’ve had a long weekend.’

      Rachel smiled, knowing full well that Phil had had a long weekend too. Looking after three kids on your own was no mean feat and he probably just wanted to put his feet up, but she appreciated his determination in giving her the full weekend off. She knew that she’d regret it in the morning when she was looking for the right school uniform for the right child, but for now she was making the most of being an off-duty mum.

      She watched Phil loading the dishwasher – a sight that she wasn’t used to – and a letter, stuck to the fridge with a magnet, caught her eye. She could tell by the postmark and the handwriting that it was from Jane’s prison and she suddenly remembered Phil telling her it had arrived.

      ‘The letter from Jane,’ she said, getting up to fetch it.

      ‘Oh yes, sorry. I completely forgot to give it to you, what with all the crime solving talk and the million things to do for the kids.’

      Rachel picked up the envelope, and stood in silence reading it. When she had finished she looked at Frankie. ‘You need to read this.’
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            A LETTER FROM JANE

          

        

      

    

    
      
        
        Dear Rachel,

        Hope you are well and staying out of trouble.

        I have been keeping myself busy by joining a cookery class and an art class.

        I remember Frankie saying that doodling helps her to relax so I thought that the art class might help my stress levels, but it turns out that it makes them worse. I am not very good you see, and making whatever I am creating look like whatever I am trying to create can prove very difficult at times. Still, it keeps me busy.

        I am better at the cookery class, although anyone who knows what I’m in for refuses to eat anything I’ve made, which it turns out is a lot of people as news travels faster than on the playground in here, so I end up eating everything that I make myself. Not a problem really as, well, the canteen is not exactly Michelin starred.

        I hope that you and Frankie have been finding time to relax in between the mum-ing and the urge to investigate murders. I do so miss our time spent sleuthing together. I know that is a terrible thing to say because it was all my fault, but if I hadn’t done what I did, we would never have formed such a strong friendship and well, I just wanted to send my love to you both, although I’m not sure if Frankie will want to receive it.

        All my love,

        Jane xxx

      

      

      ‘Are you okay?’ asked Rachel, when Frankie looked up from the letter.

      Frankie nodded. ‘The weird thing is I actually miss her too. Despite everything.’

      They both took a loud slurp of the teas that had appeared in front of them courtesy of Phil. Rachel waited for Frankie to speak again. She didn’t want to put words into her mouth.

      ‘Perhaps we should pay her a visit?’

      Rachel smiled. ‘To update her on our latest case?’

      Frankie nodded. ‘I’m sure she’d love to hear about it.’

      ‘I know she would,’ said Rachel. ‘Or we could tell her about the murder mystery party planning idea?’

      ‘Bugger that,’ said Frankie. ‘She’ll want the real deal. She is a Jam Sandwich Detective after all.’

      

      
        
        THE END
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      Murder's on the menu, and no one is safe from playground gossip… classic Tuesday.
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        Sister Agatha: The World’s Oldest Serial Killer by Domhnall O’Donoghue

      

      

      She’s 118 years old, four steps from glory and now she’s done playing nice.
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