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            AUTHOR’S NOTE

          

        

      

    

    
      The Five of Us is a deeply personal book. In many ways I am similar to these girls: I went to a comprehensive school, I worked hard, I dreamed big, I was the first in my family to go to university. Their lives echo mine and my friends’ growing up, where we would also go to the park, gossip, and revise for exams sold to us as passports to success. When I became a teacher, I made sure to teach in the same kind of school.

      I was teaching in 2020 when schools were closed, and I remember the impact that first lockdown had. All of a sudden, kids were told their exams were canceled, I was deciding their grades, and that they didn’t need to come back. It was different from anything we’d ever known. What were they doing with their days now? What about all the experiences they were promised and would miss out on forever? I created Crow, Cuckoo, Wren, Starling, and Goldie as an amalgamation of the confusion, anger, and resentment that existed at the time and still does now.

      The Five of Us is a coming-of-age novel for everyone who was left behind.

    

  


  
    
      It was all my fault.

      That first night was electric. A sudden freedom. Nobody knew where we were or what we were doing, and the world became ours for the taking. At the time we thought it was our own special magic, a kind only we could access, but now I know that if there was any magic involved, it was evil. It gripped us and made us unrecognizable.

      There are so many times I have wanted the power to turn the clocks back. I wish I’d never had that idea. It let us loose, out of control. And we’re all paying for it one way or another.

      I wish it could be different.

      I wish I could tell them all how sorry I am.

      The five of us. I can’t believe what we turned into.
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      Everybody that wants to join has got to take an oath, and write his name in blood.

      
        
        —Mark Twain, Adventures of Huckleberry Finn

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ONE

          

          
            CROW

          

        

      

    

    
      Miss White’s room has seen better days. Not that we’ve ever seen them, and this is our last year here. Maybe when the school was first built, probably in the sixties or some ancient age like that, it was fresh and exciting and full of hope. The white paint wouldn’t be yellowed and covered in old Blu Tack, walls littered with posters from students ten years ago that are curled at the edges, character studies of Hamlet when we don’t even learn that anymore. On the left is a huge tree made out of colored paper, the leaves examples of homophones, but someone has scrawled Kill Me on the trunk in thick black marker. The tables are graffitied too, mainly on the front-facing edges, random names and dates and that pointed S we all know how to draw. Half of them have bits of folded paper under a leg to keep them from wobbling. It’s not a particularly inspiring place, yet Miss White makes it come alive. She’s able to transform this room with her energy and enthusiasm so the other stuff somehow disappears, and it’s just us and her and her belief that we can do anything. Best of all, she’s kept up the photograph of when the five of us won the annual poetry competition. Schools from across the city compete, and we beat them all. Nobody expected it. We were given a small trophy that we had to return the following year, but Miss White snapped that photo of us holding it up proudly the moment of our win, and has kept it on the wall ever since.

      The date on the whiteboard, written in Miss White’s swoopy handwriting, is Friday 20th March. What should have been a normal day is now rather suddenly our very last here. There are only seven of us (the numbers have been dropping like flies the past few days), and Miss White has decided there is no point in doing our usual lesson. Instead she’s sitting on her desk, legs swinging, reading us extracts from The Secret History by Donna Tartt and telling us to discuss the perfect murder. I’ve been leading the debate because it’s one of my favorite novels. The main characters are the best of the best at their university, academically gifted and truly invested in their studies to the point of obsession and murder. A group like theirs, so close and devious and brilliant, is exactly what I imagine my university days will be like, an escape into the beautiful terror of the sublime.

      Without the murder, of course.

      These conversations are the kind of thing we do in Literature Club at Wednesday lunchtimes, and Dylan and Jordan have been allowed to sit on their phones while the rest of us debate. It’s crazy, but then the world has gone crazy. All the rules are changing. Any semblance of structure has vanished.

      Speaking of crazy: Cuckoo, who has been clicking her pen nonstop in a gesture I am sure is meant to infuriate me specifically, leans forward. Her school uniform is always in some form of disarray, and today is no exception, shirt untucked, shoes scuffed, nothing ever ironed. Cuckoo loves an argument. She’ll play devil’s advocate for anything to keep tempers raised. The last time we discussed The Secret History, she questioned why such a culture is considered aspirational. Why do the rich kids get to have all the fun? We’re just as bright and interesting, so why are we always being told we need to escape our lives and aim for theirs? Cuckoo is certainly not an adoring fan of mine, and when I do become a success, I’ll be sure to send her the wrong dates for all my author talks so she never has the chance to ask an embarrassing question. “Perfect victims can’t exist,” she says. “There has to be some kind of motive driving the killer. And it’s the victim that causes that, however unwillingly.”

      “Serial killers do it,” Starling interjects. “Choose a certain kind of victim, one that they know the police won’t care as much about.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “See? Perfect victim, perfect murder. If there’s nothing to connect you, you’ll get away with it.”

      “Go on, then,” Cuckoo says, refusing to back down. “What’s your perfect murder, Crow?”

      We’ve had these nicknames forever: Crow, Goldfinch, Starling, Wren, and Cuckoo. Cuckoo came later, but the first four were coined on a school trip to the countryside, a desperate attempt to introduce inner-city kids to the wild outdoors. Look, children, here are trees and fields and you can enjoy them for today only, and then it’s back to concrete towers and graffitied walls for you. Whichever member of staff thought bird-watching would in any way entertain a class of ten-year-olds was clearly on something, but the nicknames stuck, chosen for the first birds we each spotted.

      The five of us even rescued a bird once from one of the bins in our local park. Wrapped in a plastic bag, a deliberate, terrible act, was a pigeon, trying with all its might to escape. The opening had been tied shut with a strong knot, only a tiny gap revealing its beady, frightened eyes. This was prophetic, we thought. To have a bird in need of our help was destiny. We didn’t have any scissors, but one of us held the bag with the bird inside it carefully in her hands while the rest of us took to digging our nails into the plastic and tearing it apart. We were able to check there were no injuries, relieved nothing worse had happened to it. When it flew away, we were glad to see it soar.

      “That is the mark of a good person,” Miss White said afterward. “You’ll have bright futures. You’ve earned them.”

      So the names have stuck, and we don’t use our real ones anymore. It’s got to the point where we’re starting to turn into them too. Cuckoo is loud and brash, and more attention-seeking than anyone. She gave herself that nickname after she heard ours, saying it was because she’s crazy. She turned her finger in circles beside her ear and said cuckoo, cuckoo to make us all laugh, but I don’t think she knew about the darker side of her bird, its parasitic nature. The irony is that she somehow invaded our tight-knit nest of friendship, the four of us together and needing no one else for so long, and then suddenly Cuckoo arrived, and like her bird’s namesake, we accepted her as one of our own.

      She’s getting a job after the summer instead of going off to university, even though she could. She barely makes an effort and gets the best grades anyway. All that natural talent, and she’s having to start some managerial scheme in a supermarket to support her family. And I get it, her mum died so her dad has been struggling and she’s had to step up, especially with two younger siblings, but she always says how happy she is, that she wishes things could stay the same forever, and I don’t see how that can be true.

      Before I can respond to Cuckoo, Goldie yawns, her left hand with its smudge of ink down the side covering her mouth. Her charm bracelet falls from her wrist to the middle of her forearm, clinking, the sound so familiar to me I always know when Goldie is near. She has been drawing a series of elaborate flowers in the back of her English book, uninterested in our discussion. People assume she’s called Goldie for her bright blonde curls, or her amber eyes, but she’s a bird too: a goldfinch. She suits this name entirely; she is striking, vibrant, friends with everyone. She’s moving to London when the summer ends to pursue modeling, and it’s easy to believe she’ll succeed, looking the way she does.

      “The Secret History was never really about murder, was it?” she says, in that slow, languid way she has of talking. She gives a shake of her head, curls bouncing. “It’s about the pursuit of perfection. It’s impossible. All perfect actions are. Which is why these characters never achieve what they want.”

      She always does this. Pretends she isn’t listening, then says something irritatingly erudite. Like a goldfinch, she is playful with it, unserious, more to join in than really caring.

      “What do you think?” Miss White asks, which is what she always asks when she hasn’t got an answer. She knows our nicknames of course, everyone at school does. Though if someone else were to refer to me as Crow, it would feel wrong. That’s our thing, the five of us alone.

      Goldie shrugs. She’s bored of the conversation already, flighty, attention diverted. I roll my eyes at Starling, who grins back at me.

      “I wouldn’t do it,” Wren whispers, bottom lip marked from where she always bites it. She certainly doesn’t have the loud voice of a wren, but she’s tiny and hides herself away a lot. Her hair is the same shade of brown, not too long or too short, the rest of her unremarkable. “I could never murder anyone. The perfect murder is none at all.”

      “It’s not literal homework, Wren.” Cuckoo rolls her eyes. “Miss White isn’t asking you to go and stab someone to death.”

      Wren visibly droops. She’s so soft. She talks in this sorrowful voice and has a habit of keeping her head bent so she never quite meets you in the eye. She wouldn’t say boo to a goose, yet she’s the one who has a place at Cambridge come October. I didn’t pass the interview stage. I know they took one look at me in my cheap shirt and trousers, cringed when they heard the heavy accent warbling from my tongue however hard I tried to mask it, and gladly sent me on my way, relieved that they wouldn’t have to have me in their exclusive club. But someone like Wren, sweet and accommodating and, most of all, disguised, a perfect model of what Cambridge wants our lot to be, ever so grateful and obedient, got in without trouble.

      Our school sent us to the local grammar for help with applying to Oxbridge. Ours didn’t have the facilities, didn’t have a single teacher that went there, didn’t have any idea what the current advice was. It was enough convincing them to hire an invigilator for the entrance exam, that yes, we really did want to apply. Starling and Wren and I went three times to the grammar school’s preparation sessions, where they did mock interviews, gave tips, told us what kind of books to read.

      I thought I was a front-runner before this. Capable, intelligent—how could Cambridge refuse? I didn’t realize how sparse our classrooms were, how little we were offered. We walked through that grammar school and saw state-of-the-art facilities, saw teachers with “Dr.” in front of their names tutoring students one-on-one, and had the mock interviews in a library filled with more books than I’d ever seen, computers so new I was terrified to touch them.

      Wren wasn’t the only one of us three who stumbled over her words, flushed red when put on the spot in the middle of an unforgiving circle of smugly confident students. I didn’t understand a question and sat there like a gaping fish while the others smirked or looked on pityingly, probably wondering what on earth these girls were doing here in their pristine school wearing hand-me-down uniforms and shoes from the discount outlet. They leaned back, frames wide and cocksure, ready to dismiss any challenge, because what could possibly test their innate superiority? When they spoke, they had sophistication, an ease and wit that flowed like syrup from their throats. They were lyrical, arrogant, passionate; they knew their voices mattered, that they were destined to be somebodies. Starling and Wren called them stuck-up afterward, said of course they sounded smart when they parroted their expensive teachers and academic parents, but they don’t get it. I want to wear one of them like a suit.

      I see the gap like a chasm; one misstep and I will fall and never recover.

      “Do it Strangers on a Train–style,” Starling suggests. “If you’re both on the same page, it’s perfect. You get to murder who you want with none of the repercussions.” She lights up when she says this, but then she would, being as obsessed with true crime as she is.

      So here we are. The five of us: Goldie, Starling, Wren, Cuckoo, and me. The best and brightest in our school, though maybe that’s not saying much when Wren is the first to go to Cambridge in years. We’re friends because that’s what the smart kids in our kinds of schools do, isn’t it? Group together, shoulder the burden of being different from the rest. The casual teasing for going against a fundamental pride in not working hard. In not trying at school. In not believing there is anything but this, forever. In Miss White’s photo of us winning the poetry competition, Goldie is in the center, but I’m the one actually lifting the trophy up. Starling is beside me, and Wren and Cuckoo flank Goldie on the other side. We’re beaming, the others mid-laughter, me making sure I’m posed exactly right in our moment of glory.

      When different species of birds flock together, there is always a reason. An advantage gained. A great feeding spot. Shelter from the cold. Protection from a predator.

      “What if they want to murder someone innocent?” Wren protests. “Someone who doesn’t deserve to die?”

      “Does anyone deserve to die?” Miss White asks.

      Cuckoo’s response is immediate. “Yes.”

      A beat of silence follows; we all know who she is talking about.

      The bell rings, bursting Dylan and Jordan from their screen stupor. It always goes on a fraction too long, a maliciously vibrating high pitch. Miss White nods at Dylan and Jordan that they can go, and after a hasty gathering of their things, they’re out the door, no ceremony involved, nothing missed, the corridors a quiet echo of footsteps rather than the stampede of noise they usually are.

      “I’m not sure when school will start up again,” Miss White says, “but online lessons will be running. Provided laptops should be coming your way as soon as possible.”

      She is addressing Cuckoo and Goldie. I should tell Miss White my computer is ten years old, given to the family by one of our cousins. Mum uses it to look at millionaire homes on Rightmove, but otherwise it sits dormant and dusty in the corner of our living room. I don’t think it even has a camera.

      “What’s going to happen with exams?” Starling says, all talk of murder forgotten. “Are you really deciding our grades, Miss?”

      “I’m not sure of all the details at the moment. But as soon as I have that information, I will pass it on. Don’t worry. Everything is going to be fine.”

      We’re about to head out the door when I turn back on the threshold. “Miss White?”

      She has started packing away her own things, but stops at the sound of my voice. “Yes?”

      My heart hammers in my chest, and I have the sudden thought that this might be the last time I see this woman, who told me in Year Seven I had a talent for English and should be proud of my work, and I’ve made writing my personality ever since. The only person to make me feel worthwhile. I want to tell her how much she means to me because if I don’t now, I might never get the chance.

      “Nothing,” I say instead. “See you soon.”

      She gives me a smile and a nod, and then turns away again.

      There’s nothing left to do. This classroom, with its outdated displays and wobbly tables, means everything to me. It’s my ticket, how I pass to the next stage. It feels bizarre to leave it like this. But the others have gone on ahead, and I have to hurry after them, gazing around to try and take in every detail because if I don’t focus, these memories might vanish.

      “This is so weird,” Starling says as I catch up. “And we might not ever come back.”

      “We’ll be back,” Cuckoo says. “This will all turn out to be nothing.”

      We walk together toward the school gates, ready to go our separate ways. Cuckoo off to the council estate, the big blocks of flats that loom in the near distance. Goldie has a flat she lives in with her aunt right opposite the school. The grass is never mowed and someone left a graffiti tag on the wall a few years ago, but their landlord refuses to do anything about it. Which makes the place look horrible, not that I’d ever say it. Graffiti is disgusting. Wren and Starling carry on farther, through the park. They live in proper houses, and Wren’s parents even own theirs. I walk left, round the back of the school and far away enough that no one’s ever come round, and I wouldn’t want them to. I don’t want them to see the peeling wallpaper, the furniture dumped outside, Mum still in her tatty dressing gown. My bedroom hasn’t been redecorated since I was a kid, so I study for exams under the watchful gaze of My Little Ponies and Barbies.

      When we cross the playground outside, the streets past the gates are empty. They would usually be teeming with other students, jostling and shoving and yelling and laughing, and now it’s quiet enough to hear someone putting their bins out down the street. There isn’t even anyone walking past, no cars driving down the road. The world has closed its shutters, and we’ve been left outside.

      “We’ll see each other soon though, right?” Starling says. “In a few weeks?”

      She is always upset if she believes she has missed out on something.

      “They can’t take our whole summer away,” Goldie says. “We’ve earned it.”

      But we all hesitate at the school gates, each of us looking back at the school building as if it really might be the last time. Goldie goes first, unbothered as she always is, but breaking into a laugh when Cuckoo dives dramatically through them after her. Wren follows, cautious as ever, tucking her hair behind her ears and biting her lip. Starling, sensing my reluctance, takes my hand and pulls me through together with her.

      “We’ll be back,” I say, more to convince myself than the rest of them. But the words sound empty even to me, as if they know better than I do that they aren’t true.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWO

          

          
            CUCKOO

          

        

      

    

    
      Much longer like this and I really will turn cuckoo.

      It’s boiling in our flat, and the windows only open a fraction for “safety regulations.” There is no fancy garden to lounge and do yoga in. Trying to do yoga in here would mean whacking into a million different things and sending them flying. We don’t have a kitchen for baking bread or whatever daft cooking trend celebrities and the middle class are pretending to enjoy now they have to actually be at home instead of in their fancy offices or on holiday. We have a stove with only one working hob, and just enough counter space for the microwave and toaster. I don’t think anyone would sing a pathetically twee inspirational song about living here. And it’s an empty gesture, we all know it, because the government won’t really do anything for them, but we clap for carers and the NHS workers on Thursday nights like everybody else, especially as there are plenty on our council estate. Mum would have done a fundraiser, or a virtual one, I guess, raising real money. She was good at stuff like that.

      Dad’s trying, he is, to keep quiet while I read, but the television volume is creeping up and every now and then he sighs or yawns loudly and my concentration is shot.

      “I don’t know why you’re bothering,” he says eventually, giving up the pretense and turning around to face me. The pleather sofa whines as he shifts his weight, the cracks straining further. When I was younger, I used to pick the bits of fake leather off that were already starting to come away. It drove Mum mad. After she died, I stopped doing it, as if angering her from beyond the grave would mean she wasn’t able to find peace. I’m so distracted by the half-ruined patches I almost miss the rest of what Dad says. “Exams are canceled. You won’t be needing that.”

      It wouldn’t occur to him that I actually enjoy reading. Dad hasn’t read a book in his life, a fact he is always proud to tell anyone, and he moans about how expensive books are, even though all of my copies are either from school or bought from charity shops. But then he doesn’t have any hobbies, unless watching Four in a Bed on repeat counts. He used to go cycling, but that was with Mum, so their two bikes are collecting dust in the corner of the living room, taking up space we don’t have. Not that we’d ever get rid of them.

      “Wish exams were canceled in my day,” he continues, warming up to his routine. “Wouldn’t have had to go to the bother of failing them all.”

      Another proud statement: I failed all my exams, did things the hard way, and look how I ended up.

      Doesn’t work as well now when he lost his previous job after Mum died and has to work nights somewhere he despises.

      “I don’t think they’re really canceled,” I say. “They wouldn’t do that. When everything is fine in a few weeks, they’ll put them back on.”

      He rises to his feet, crosses the short distance between us, and ruffles my hair. “I know you were keen on them, poppet, but this way you can start looking for a job earlier. Carly needs new shoes, and I still owe Dean a present for his birthday.”

      Dad’s been desperate for me to get a job, and putting him off until after exams has been my only bargaining chip. How the hell was I meant to know exams would be canceled for the first time in history? I know Carly is a different shoe size to me, with her great big elephant feet, and she can’t have mine, but I had to make do with too-tight pumps for two years so why can’t she? And Dean doesn’t need a birthday present. He’s eight, he can play with the world of imagination.

      Alright. I’m being mean. And I know Dad is using Carly and Dean as an excuse. The water bill is overdue, and he hasn’t had new clothes in ages. I’ll be the first to turn eighteen, the eldest child, and I have responsibilities. It’s what Mum would want, so I’ll step up.

      Just give me my summer. One more season of being Cuckoo before the reality of being an adult settles in.

      “I won’t pester you about it now,” Dad says. “Proud of you, darling. Mum is too.”

      I watch him settle back down, make the effort to turn the subtitles on to not disturb me further. He is proud of me. And supportive.

      But his ambitions and dreams died when Mum did.

      I wish the others could understand more why I can’t have all the same crazy expectations they do. They were all friends since primary school. I arrived fashionably late, at the beginning of Year Eight, wearing the uniform of my previous school, an immediate outcast. I watched people from the sidelines, having pretend conversations in my head where I’d make them howl with laughter. I should have called myself Magpie because I learned behaviors from other people, taking the best of their personalities like shiny trinkets for collection. And then I began to shine myself. I started the following year with the right uniform, the right attitude, and the right jokes. I became the funny one, the one everyone liked. I saw Crow and Starling and Goldie and Wren and wanted a close-knit group like theirs.

      The nicknames fascinated me, like they were in a world of their own. It didn’t matter to them that some people teased them behind their backs, flapping their arms to mimic wings or make cawing sounds, or that others thought they were plain weird.

      Wren, as timid and small as her namesake, was easiest to speak to first. She seemed positively afraid of me when I asked for help with an essay, but didn’t say no. She quietly read my work, brow furrowed in concentration, and gave me criticism that was kinder than most compliments. But she was fiercely protective of the others, refusing to tell me anything about them, which impressed me. Quiet and shy she might be, but a pushover she is not, not when her friends are in question. In the end, it was Goldie who brought me into the fold, Goldie with her no-nonsense ways, who told me I made her laugh so hard she cried. Starling, affable and overly interested in everyone, accepted me right away.

      Crow was trickier. Even now, she takes everything far more seriously than anyone else. She truly is crow-like: dark, brooding, earnest. She wears her intelligence like a badge of honor and is determined to always be the cleverest, the most ambitious, the one destined for greatness. But she liked me soon enough, and as much as I can’t resist irritating her at every opportunity, the group would be unbalanced without her.

      Unbalanced without any one of us, really. It’s like I was always meant to slot in, the fifth friend they didn’t know was missing.

      The book I was trying to read is abandoned on the table. Carly is in our room on the phone to her friends and Dean is in his and Dad’s room, playing far too quietly. Any second now he’ll scream or push back through the door and demand his lunch, and I haven’t got the energy. I tell Dad I’m off on my allotted walk for the day. (Honestly, what has happened to the world that we’re allowed one walk? It’s alright for those that have bloody gardens, but for a two-bedroom council flat on the top floor of a tower block, it’s hardly fair.)

      “Pick up some milk, would you?” Dad calls. “I’m gasping for a tea.”

      “Okay.” The dish by the front door normally has an emergency fiver on it, but it’s down to two pound coins and a twenty pence piece. I grab the lot and shove it in my pocket and head out before Carly and Dean get wind I’m going and beg to come along.

      Jen is at the counter in the corner shop when I arrive. Her family owns the place, and I remember when I was a kid and she was twenty and I thought she was so glamorous, all curly blonde hair and big hoop earrings and heavy makeup, kind of like an older Goldie. She’s much more subdued now, hair straightened, tiny studs, and just a coat of mascara. She has her eyes on her phone, and I can see the red banner of a BBC News article on the screen. Everyone is obsessed with the news nowadays. “Hiya, love,” she says, but she doesn’t look up. “Your dad doing well?”

      Everyone on the estate asks, even though it’s been almost two years. Mum was popular. Friends with everyone, babysat kids, taught dance for free at the community center.

      “He’s good.” The lie is automatic; no one ever really answers genuinely, do they? I bring four pints of semi-skimmed to the counter. “How about your lot?”

      She sets her phone aside, gives me a shrug. “You know. All this lockdown stuff—it’s scary. Typical, ain’t it, that the weather is so gorgeous too. In March!”

      “Typical,” I echo.

      This is what my life is going to be. Stuck in that flat and popping to the corner shop and telling Jen that yes, Dad is fine, I’m fine, we’re all fucking fine except maybe we’re not and it doesn’t matter because nothing will change and my friends are all going to leave me.

      Milk in hand, I take the long way home. It’s barely two o’clock in the afternoon. I spot one person with shopping bags, and a couple of cats enjoying the quiet roads. No one knows I’m here. I can break into song, do a hundred dances, and it won’t matter.

      I dig my phone out of my pocket, head straight for the group chat we’ve named Shakespeare’s Bitches, and type out a message.

      
        
          
            
              
        Anyone else bored out of their mind???

      

      

      

      

      

      Goldie’s response is immediate:

      
        
          
            
              
        Literally kill me now.

      

      

      

      

      

      Goldie, out of all of them, knows what it’s like to be me. She’s stuck living with her aunt because her dad died of cancer when she was young and her mum did a runner.

      
        
          
            
              
        Wren:

      

      
        Is anyone else watching Tiger King?

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Crow:

      

      
        OMG Wren you can’t be serious [image: loudly crying face]

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Starling:

      

      
        Can confirm am bored here too. Mum and Dad are already trying to get me to make banana bread with them

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Crow:

      

      
        It’s so unfair we can’t even see each other.

      

      

      

      

      
        
          
            
        Goldie:

      

      
        Summer canceled RIP

      

      

      

      

      

      It isn’t right. We should be in school, in one of our study periods that has to be spent in the “learning resource center,” a glorified Portakabin with two bookshelves and three ancient computers with all the F, U, C, and K keys missing. Tonight we should be getting ready for an amazing evening together, enjoying the weather. We should be chatting about our English exams. We should be complaining about our other A levels, about how much we can’t wait for the long, extended summer when we can do what we want.

      Well. I can change at least one part of that.

      I called myself Cuckoo for a reason. Time to be crazy.

      
        
          
            
              
        I have an idea. We should sneak out.

      

      

      

      

      

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THREE

          

          
            GOLDIE

          

        

      

    

    
      Cuckoo’s message is all I can think about.

      Patricia serves up spaghetti Bolognese, her portions always too large, and I refuse the offer of garlic bread, which she has dripped oily, fatty cheese over. We don’t have a proper dining table, only the coffee table in front of the sofa. Patricia ignores me, selecting one of her shows and balancing her meal on her lap for better access. I thank her for dinner, as I always do, she grunts in response, and that’s about as much conversation as I’ll get. She might laugh or shout at something on the telly, but if I try and strike up a talking point from it, she waves her hand impatiently or directly shushes me. Sometimes I think of the families I read about in novels, the ones who have invigorating debates across the dining table. They might not all agree with each other, but if anything, that’s better. Every opinion is valued.

      From the window in my room, I can see the school, and above that, there’s a great view of the skyline. There’s too much pollution to really see the stars at night, but I know they’re there, and that’s how I imagine my own life. Right now I’m in the fog, pushing my way through, and soon enough I’ll reach the stars. I’ll move to London, to one of the posh areas where the houses are tall and pretty, and I’ll be spotted walking down the street in my heels and become a supermodel. I’ll look out of a window to some fancy park, or a row of beautiful town houses, and the sky will still be cloudy because let’s face it, it’s central London, but I won’t need to imagine the stars anymore. I’ll be one.

      If the world doesn’t burn before I get there.

      Patricia doesn’t care about phones at dinner; she’s swiping through Bumble with one hand and shoveling spaghetti in her mouth with the other. I stare at Cuckoo’s message again, at the sea of responses that follow it. Wren’s worried about getting in trouble, but she’ll go along with it if the rest of us do. She’s a terrible people pleaser. Crow’s reluctant to do anything that disrupts her perfect image, but Starling is up for it.

      We’re owed this, Cuckoo’s last message says.

      I’m probably the only one secretly relieved to have a break from the pressure of exams. I’m not like the rest of them—I only go to Literature Club so I’m not a loner at lunch. Reading is meant to be fun, not some exercise in proving how intelligent you are. If I tell them my favorite book is Tess of the d’Urbervilles, they’ll nod and approve. If I tell them it’s actually anything by Jacqueline Wilson because she got me into reading in the first place, that’s not literary enough, they’ll raise their eyebrows and laugh.

      They’re all waiting for my response in the group chat. I tend to have the casting vote, the accidental middleman of us all. If Cuckoo is arguing with Crow or Starling is irritating everyone or Wren is crying over something one of them has said, I’m the one to step in and put them all right. I don’t actually mean to be a peacemaker, I just don’t get as bothered by things as they do. It’s hard to get upset when part of me simply doesn’t care. Far easier to control my feelings, make sure I never get too attached. And I know what a therapist would say, I’ve certainly suffered enough school counseling sessions to have their routine down pat. Goldie, you have attachment issues because your dad died when you were young so you never really knew him (as Patricia likes to insist, that and how much of a martyr she is for taking in her brother’s child), and your mum decided she was done being a parent and dipped out of your life. You need to learn to trust people, open your heart, and you’ll be better.

      Bullshit.

      First of all, I remember Dad. He took me to London for my eighth birthday. He bought me the charm bracelet I wear every day there. It was a huge treat, but I guess he knew he was terminal by then. Patricia was fuming afterward when she learned how expensive it was, that he’d basically drained what little savings he had, but even she has never tried to get me to sell it. Dad and I did about every touristy thing possible, crammed into two days. Mum was there too, but the only time she got excited was when we spotted some famous actress she apparently adored. She got an autograph, and it may as well have been a check for a million pounds with how tightly she clutched it. It was all she could talk about for the rest of the trip, and when Dad died and she left, she took it with her instead of her daughter.

      That’s what I want. Not Mum. She can go to hell. But that kind of devotion from a complete stranger. It must be incredible. If I had fans like that, I’d never be ignored at a dinner table. I’d have my own table, enough seats for everyone, in its own special room, and people would beg for a chance to speak with me.

      “You’ve barely touched your dinner again,” Patricia says now. I haven’t noticed the television on mute, her plate practically licked clean. There were four slices of garlic bread on a separate plate, and she had three, the remaining piece languishing alone. “You got a problem with my cooking?”

      When I told Patricia I wanted to be a famous model, she laughed so hard her face turned bright red. I informed her she was jealous because she has a mug so ugly it’s why she’s never been married.

      Yeah. That didn’t go well. It’s lucky I turn eighteen at the end of August because I’m not going to be living here after that. It’s alright. I’ll sign with an agency straight away.

      “You know I’m watching my figure,” I say. “And I’d gladly do some cooking if you’d let me.”

      “The last time you made us dinner, you threw together a couple of boiled eggs and some lettuce,” Patricia mutters. “You’re practically a stick insect, Goldie. You need to eat something substantial.”

      “I’m fine.”

      “Suit yourself. You’ll soon find out how hard it all is when you’re on your own.”

      “Counting down the days? Me too.”

      “Oh, because I forgot, you’re going to be someone special. Superstar model, the next Kate Moss, right?”

      “Exactly!”

      “You don’t even know who you are. Once you figure that out, you’ll see this world is going to eat you up and spit you out. There’s no fighting it. Might as well give up now and not bother trying.”

      For the first year after Mum left, Patricia’s spare room was an office, and I slept in a sleeping bag on the floor. I think she was convinced Mum was going to come back, so she didn’t actually have to fit me into her life. Then I was upgraded to a camp bed. No birthday presents, no Christmas gifts. She’s never hugged me, never spoken to me about Dad except to tell me she knew him better than I ever will, that meeting my mother ruined his life and gave him that cancer, and that I’m the reason he had to stay with that woman and suffer.

      But there’s no point arguing, however much my heart squeezes and stomach churns. I don’t need her to believe in me.

      “Bitch,” I say under my breath as I leave the room, heading to the kitchen to dump the dishes in the sink. I could have shouted it, and she probably wouldn’t have heard me over the now-blaring telly. I wonder if that’s what it’s like outside. No one around to hear anything. Room to scream. “Bitch,” I say again, louder.

      My bedroom is still half her office, one side cluttered with boxes and files. Now that she’s working from home, she keeps coming in and out, getting one thing or another, and it’s tempting to take the lot and dump them out in the hallway. Better yet, drown them in the bath. Or best of all, drown her.

      I flop down on the bed, upgraded to a proper one since I started secondary school, and Patricia had the gall to act like she was doing me a favor. My half of the room is taken up by it, but underneath is where I keep all my things. A well-thumbed copy of The Suitcase Kid is waiting for me on my pillow, dog-eared on the pages that have my favorite lines. Instead I choose my phone, open up the group chat again, gaze flicking to the darkening sky outside.

      Stars. Somewhere out there.

      Another message comes through before I can even type, Starling linking us a video from a news article.

      
        
          
            
              
        You guys have to see this!!!

      

      

      

      

      

      I click on it. There are dozens of wild goats, horned with thick white fur, running around the middle of a town. Dashing in and out of front gardens, munching on hedges, bypassing parked cars like they’re nothing. There isn’t a single person to stop them. I watch as perfectly manicured gardens are destroyed, nibbled on by a line of them. Others continue on their way, trotting down an alley.

      It’s utterly bonkers.

      And hilarious. Patricia is forgotten, and I’m laughing at a bunch of goats.

      All uncertainty has vanished. I can stay inside, endure Patricia’s nasty comments, bore myself to tears waiting for the end of August and freedom. Or I can step outside and see something absolutely wild like a herd of goats terrorizing the city center.

      If the world has gone mad, we might as well join in.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FOUR

          

          
            WREN

          

        

      

    

    
      Tactics to keep calm: breathe in through the nose, out through the mouth.

      I’ve never done anything like this. None of us have.

      Not that my opinion matters much. They’d have done this with or without me. I’m the quiet one, the nervous one, the one who goes along with what the others want to do whether I like it or not. I don’t mean to be so shy. Mum used to always push me in front of people at family gatherings and make a big fuss of how I never say a word, I need to be brave, but I’d just turn bright red and run away. She hates that the others call me Wren, says they’re making fun of me. She doesn’t understand. Dad said that wrens are braver than people think. Well, that’s not me. He doesn’t understand either.

      The park is our meeting point, next to the big oak tree. I snuck out via the back door after Mum and Dad went to bed. Then I hopped over the garden wall to the alley behind our house, the one I normally avoid because it looks like a serial killer’s dream. I ducked past other people’s gardens, careful not to let any neighbors spot me, until I was out on the next street and on my way. It’s surprisingly chilly considering the good weather earlier, and I’m glad for my hoodie. Mum and Dad are sleeping soundly and have no idea their goody-two-shoes daughter is sneaking out instead of doing the same.

      Not that I’d be sleeping even if I was at home. The bags under my eyes don’t lie. I’m lucky if I get an hour or two most nights. The insomnia started back when Mum and Dad used to argue long into the night, when I’d lie awake scared they’d come in and tell me they were getting a divorce. They don’t argue anymore, but the restlessness hasn’t gone away.

      It’s so silent out here. Something about it makes me slow my footsteps, take in my surroundings. Some of the houses have their lights on even past midnight, but otherwise it’s as though time has stopped. There is me, the breeze, and nothing else. My mind returns to the goats Starling sent the video of. If we weren’t here, what would these streets look like? All fields and hills and animals roaming? The moment those goats got the chance, they took it. Fear was the only thing holding them back.

      A noise in the distance makes me jump, fear proving it still has a grip on me at least. A cracking of a twig.

      Someone is out there, in the darkness.

      Every girl has the instinct, don’t they, of gripping their key between their fingers, hot in their palm, in case a man should strike? Or holding their phone to their ear, pretending to talk to Dad, making sure to say it several times, explaining their precise location. All the while dread encases their heart.

      This is a mistake. Coming out. Meeting up in the park. Anything could happen between there and my house.

      But then the source of the noise steps under a lamppost, and my breath leaves my body in relief. It’s Starling; I’d spot her ginger hair anywhere. She doesn’t turn around, doesn’t see me trying to signal her attention.

      She walks, I follow. Copying her every move.

      I suppose this is how it happens. A stranger encountering another; wrong place, wrong time, and that’s that. If either of them had been walking a few minutes earlier or later, the meeting would never have occurred. For all I know, someone is behind me as I walk, my own insidious shadow, waiting for Starling to disappear out of sight so they can make their move.

      “Starling,” I call, because the feeling stirring my stomach is making me nauseous.

      Somehow, this doesn’t startle her. There’s no jump in her shoulders, no gasp. She turns, face breaking into a smile at the sight of me.

      “Wren,” she says. “Thank God. It’s bloody scary out here, isn’t it?”

      “Yes!” I reach her and we walk in step together. “I was thinking⁠—”

      She cuts me off. “This reminds me of a podcast I was listening to the other night. There was this woman, out alone after a night clubbing, and her friends didn’t make sure she got home safely, and she was murdered in an alleyway near her house.”

      “Oh.” I think of the alley I just ran through. “Not the best story to share while we’re literally out alone in the middle of the night?”

      “But we’re not alone!” She links arms with me. “It got me wondering about the perfect murder. You know, what we were discussing with Miss White? It’d be perfect now, don’t you think?”

      “What?”

      “A night like this. To commit murder.”

      “Planning on whacking me over the head and dumping me in the canal, are you?”

      “Oh, be serious.” Her elbow nudges me in the ribs. “It would be though, wouldn’t it? No one is around, no one will be around for hours, and even then you might not be found for ages. If you live alone during lockdown, who’s going to miss you? You could be gone for weeks before someone realized.”

      “Sure, I guess. It’s not nice to think about though.”

      She fixes me with a pitying look. “Murder never is. And why are you wearing that, by the way?”

      I am instantly self-conscious. “Wearing what?”

      But she’s distracted as the park comes into view, and it’s a relief not to have to carry on talking. I’m awkward enough when chatting with everyone all together, but one-on-ones always feel like so much pressure, much more expectation to contribute to the conversation and entertain. At least when everyone else is around, I can fade into the background and adopt my favorite position: observer.

      We agreed to dress all in black, and spotting the others up ahead, everyone has stuck to the plan. We’re the last to arrive. Cuckoo gives us a wave as we approach, black dress and black tights and her school shoes on, hair swept up into a bun. She’s as short as me but makes the biggest impression, and I’m a little terrified of her at times. She knows this too, likes poking fun when she catches me in a vulnerable moment, though I realize she’s trying to be funny. Goldie has her black fluffy jumper on and black jeans. Cuckoo might capture a room’s attention on first glance, but Goldie steals it from her and holds it. Effortlessly striking, it would be easy to hate her if she wasn’t such a good friend. The bracelet from her dad she always wears glitters in the moonlight. Crow, leaning against the tree, pales in comparison to the other two. There’s nothing especially noticeable about her, with her plain dark hair and sensible clothes and serious disposition. She’d have the spotlight if she could though. I remember her face when I told her I got into Cambridge, the disbelief and disgust that quickly morphed into forced happiness.

      I wonder what her face will look like when she finds out I’m going to withdraw my place. Head off to Japan, teach English, leave everyone behind.

      Mum and Dad too. They’re going to be so mad. But I don’t care. Cambridge is their dream, not mine.

      I realize what Starling’s comment meant as soon as we join them. I’m the only one wearing a mask, black to match my outfit.

      Cuckoo, of course, homes in on it. “What are you wearing that for?”

      “Um,” I say. “For safety?”

      “We’re only going to be seeing each other for the next however long,” she says. “We’re outside. It’s fine!”

      My face is burning underneath the mask. The others, even Crow, who I would have thought would definitely be wearing one, are laughing.

      “Get rid of it, Wren,” Goldie says, surprisingly cold. “It’s depressing.”

      I take it from my face and scrunch it into my pocket. “Sorry.” Though I don’t know why I’m apologizing. My cheeks are still hot.

      “Anyway!” Cuckoo shouts, then puts a finger to her lips. “Oops. Promise I won’t be loud. We don’t want to be caught.”

      “But if we do get caught, then what?” Crow asks, pessimistic as ever. “We’ll have a massive fine, our parents will find out, everything will be ruined.”

      “Oh, bore off, Crow.” Cuckoo rolls her eyes. “If you don’t like it, don’t be here.”

      “What are we going to be doing, anyway?” I ask nervously. “I mean . . . are we going to walk around the park?”

      “Let’s see where the night takes us, shall we?” Cuckoo says. “We can do anything. We’re living outside the law, babes.”

      “A bit dramatic,” Goldie says, “but I guess so.”

      Cuckoo winks. “Come on, let’s go. The park is so creepy like this.”

      It is eerie, walking along, whispering to each other in hushed voices as we jostle for space on the path. I am pushed to the back, as I often am, but Goldie slows her pace and sticks beside me so I’m not left out. The grass hasn’t been mowed, flanking us like small hedges, daisies and dandelions sprouting throughout. Up ahead is the playground, accessed by a gate, and this is where Cuckoo takes us. In the distance a group of trees create a border for the main road beyond it, standing together in a rigid line with only shadows visible between them. There are shadows everywhere, actually. The streetlamps have turned off for the night and the grassy field where football is played and picnics are eaten is in complete darkness, stretching for what seems like forever. Staring out is like staring into an abyss, a weird knowing and not knowing what is out there.

      “Boo!” Cuckoo shouts, jerking my arm and making me squeal.

      The others fall about laughing.

      “Very funny,” I say, glad for the dark to hide my reheated cheeks.

      “You’re so funny!” Cuckoo grins. “Utterly zonked out looking over there, no awareness of me circling back to you. You’re such an easy target.”

      Sometimes I wish I was Goldie. She’d have something snarky to say in response, some cutting comment to bring Cuckoo down a peg. Or even Cuckoo herself, who’d probably do a dramatic replay of her dumb moment, happy to be the source of the laughter even if she’s the butt of the joke. Instead I’m me, and my throat seizes up and I can’t say anything and I have to wait for the moment to pass.

      “Alright,” Goldie says, to my relief. “That’s enough.”

      “It’s only a joke,” Cuckoo protests, but Goldie fixes her with one of her glares, and she shuts up.

      We head through the gate and straight for the climbing equipment. It’s daft, and we can barely see a thing, aided mainly by Cuckoo chucking her phone onto the bark with its torch on, but we start acting like kids again. I’m uncertain at first, but soon I can’t help joining in. We run up and along the balance beams, we grip the monkey bars and cheer for each other to get across, we push each other down the slide and collapse with giggles when we end up in a heap at the bottom. An untangling of limbs later, Crow pushes us on the merry-go-round, faster and faster until we shout for her to stop and end up wobbling around, hands outstretched to try and counteract our dizziness. The dark doesn’t help matters either, and one by one we fall to the ground. Cuckoo practically topples over me, and I’m finally laughing as much as everyone else. We haven’t been like this in years—maybe even since primary school. Just having fun, playing around. When we became teenagers doing stuff like this was uncool. Somehow it was collectively decided that standing around on our phones was far more entertaining and the play equipment was for babies. And yet here we are now, having more fun than I can remember, and we don’t have to worry about anyone from school seeing us because they’re all inside, and it’s us breaking the rules for once, the good, well-behaved girls who never got a detention, and we’re protected under a cover of darkness that makes me feel like we could do anything.

      Breathless, still chuckling, Cuckoo staggers to her feet and makes a beeline for the swings. The others quickly follow, and I heave myself up and trail behind them. There are only four swings, but I pretend not to mind leaning against one of the supporting poles while they each have a go.

      “Can you believe we’re doing this?” Crow says, gently swaying, her dark hair loose for once, bouncing with each swing. “Imagine if Miss White could see us.”

      “Imagine if anyone could see us,” Cuckoo says. Her hair is on the verge of coming loose from its high ponytail, the kind she always wears to keep it out of her face. “None of us have ever even had a detention and here we are.”

      Goldie sighs. “And what was the point in that? Everything’s canceled anyway.”

      “We’re making up for it,” Starling says.

      “Patricia can’t wait to get shot of me,” Goldie says. “Lockdown has sped everything up. If I was eighteen already, she’d have kicked me out. This summer was meant to be fun.”

      Goldie doesn’t know how lucky she is. Mum and Dad are infuriating, the way they constantly try and control me. She’s free. As soon as she’s eighteen, she’ll move to London and make something of herself, and it will be all off her own back. I’m trapped unless I do something drastic. Mum and Dad are so ecstatic about Cambridge that it makes my stomach twist even at the thought of it now. Goldie never has to worry about what her mum and dad think because she hasn’t got parents. And I’m not saying I don’t want a mum and dad, but Goldie will never understand how hard it is.

      Cuckoo stops swinging, twirling herself around instead, the chains grating together with each tightening spin. “Dad’s already hinting I should be applying for a job. It’s like we’ve skipped a step. Gone straight from school to being an adult, and no one realizes.”

      “I’m glad,” Crow says. “I can’t wait to leave this dump.”

      “Too good for this place, Your Highness?” Cuckoo says.

      “We all are.”

      “And why is that, exactly?”

      “Oh God, don’t start!” Goldie says. “Can we all at least agree tonight has been fun?”

      Crow and Cuckoo glare at each other. They’re never going to be 100 percent best buddies, but they’re both far too stubborn to admit they’re actually very similar.

      Cuckoo breaks first, shrugging. “It was a great idea of mine, obviously.”

      “It feels like we can do anything out here,” I say.

      I half expect Cuckoo to make fun of me, but her face lights up. “I wish it could be like this forever,” she whispers.

      I think I’m the only one who hears her. Crow leaps off her swing, digging in her bag for her phone.

      “We shouldn’t have brought our phones,” Starling says.

      “Why not?” Crow asks.

      “Duh, it can track where we’ve been.”

      “I don’t think anyone really gives a shit,” Goldie says.

      Starling folds her arms. “We’re breaking the law. We need to be careful. They should be switched off. Mine is.”

      “Alright, Sherlock,” Crow says. “I was checking the time. We need to get going.”

      Starling frowns. “A watch can do that.”

      This time I’m up ahead, the first to open the creaky playground gate, the first on the path toward the park exit. Someone is muttering behind me, but I don’t care to listen. I take in the surroundings again, the intriguing way the dark can mess with the brain. I know there is a bench underneath that tree over there, but shadows turn it into an amorphous shape. My mind plays tricks, pictures it a beast, a jaguar, a person lying down in need of help. It does this with almost everything: The walls around the perimeter become someone hunched over, waiting to grab us; lampposts across the street silent figures; a rustle of wind a whispered warning. I shiver.

      I slow my pace as we rejoin the vacant streets.

      “What if the lockdown doesn’t end for ages?” Starling asks. “What if it cancels our university placements?”

      “It wouldn’t,” Crow says quickly. “They can’t do that.”

      Imagine. Cambridge contacts me instead, tells me there are extenuating circumstances and my place has been withdrawn. Or they force me to take the course online. I’d be free then, surely, to tell Mum and Dad this isn’t working out, this isn’t what any of us planned.

      “Maybe you’ll all have to stay here,” Cuckoo says. She almost sounds hopeful. But then something distracts her.

      “If I have to—” Crow is interrupted by Cuckoo clamping a hand across her mouth.

      “Cuckoo! What—” Goldie’s words die.

      I follow their stunned expressions. Only a few meters away, as frozen as we now are, is a fox.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper.

      Its pointed ears twitch, catching my words. It is far bigger than I imagined foxes to be, tawny and matted and imposing and yet thin, with scrawny legs and a hungry frame. There are scars across its nose, signs of a violent life, but its tail is bushy and the color of burnt orange, like autumn leaves, and it flicks around so much I can pretend it is a wave. It turns its head, and we are eye to eye. Starling lets out a small gasp, and Cuckoo immediately grabs her arm to quiet her. The fox’s yellow gaze is intense, unafraid, staring at us with curiosity. The moment stretches endlessly, us and this fox and the dark street.

      It’s beautiful and terrifying, all at once.

      And then it ducks its head, carries on. Soft padded paws cross the road, and it knows to look left and right even though nothing is coming. The bushy tail and its slender legs are the last we see of the fox before it rounds a corner and vanishes.

      “I’ve never seen a wild animal before,” Goldie says. Her eyes are shining. “That was . . .”

      “Amazing,” Cuckoo finishes. “He was huge! I wish we had some food we could have given him. Next time, someone bring something. What do foxes even eat?”

      “Whatever they can,” Crow answers. She is still looking ahead at where the fox has disappeared, expression curious. Being in the background a lot, I’m normally good at reading people, but Crow is always tricky. The others are joyful, while she’s more . . . wistful. “And what do you mean, next time?”

      Cuckoo smiles. She glances at me, a nod of acknowledgment. At me. I’m included, I’m first for her gaze.

      Next time.

      I feel that thrill again, warming me from the inside.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER FIVE

          

          
            STARLING

          

        

      

    

    
      I have an obsession with the criminal mind.

      Any true crime podcast, I’ve listened to it. Any new documentary, I’ve watched it.

      Which is why I’m especially excited about what we’ve done. Last night feels forbidden, a dream devastating to wake up from that was somehow real. I am still buzzing with the energy of it, a hum against my skin. Looking at me, there would be no indication, except for perhaps a more cheerful demeanor. I’m not usually so bright in the morning, prefer to stay bundled in sheets as long as possible. Instead I am wide awake and always on the verge of a smile. Murmurs of clues, if anyone cared to study me close enough.

      A group of starlings is called a murmuration. They travel around in packs and create art in the sky with their movements. I can pick them out, watch them with fascination as they fly over. Starling is also the surname of one of my favorite characters ever, the kind of investigator who would have anyone scared.

      We got away with it, the five of us.

      I wonder if this is how criminals get their start. A chance happening, the exhilaration as a result. Like a drug. They reach for that high again, even though they know it’s wrong. Is this what makes a killer strike twice, three times, four?

      Starlings and serial killers: my two main loves.

      I quite like the idea of combining them. When I become a top journalist, Starling is going to be my pen name. I’ll be one-word famous. On true crime Netflix documentaries, I’ll be invited to speak, and underneath my image in large capital letters, there it’ll be: starling, crime journalist. Or whatever the job title actually is. The details can come later.

      I have a natural affinity for figuring things out. Seeing the clues that no one else does. I love language. I adore the construction of sentences, the careful arrangement of words that an author has decided to place one after the other. The use of this adjective over that one, delicate prose or brusque declaratives. I pore over newspaper articles and imagine I am their writer. When it’s me, I’ll consider every word, every punctuation mark. There won’t be anything wasted.

      A girl went missing in our area a few years ago. She didn’t go to our school, but she was still doing her A levels, so we had an assembly with a police detective who gave us a talk on safety. Which, I was quick to put my hand up and point out, seemed rather like victim-blaming to me. Especially when this girl hadn’t been found, and she was last seen at around five o’clock on a Tuesday evening. Hardly three in the morning in a dark alley, the way everyone wants to pretend girls go missing. The detective blustered a bit at that, but he was really good. Answered all our questions, told us what it was like doing his job.

      I guess that’s where my obsession really went into overdrive. Because I was local, I always had the most upvoted posts on the subreddit for the missing girl. People wanted to hear what I had to say. It was brilliant. We discussed all sorts of theories and suspects: It was a runaway, a kidnapping, a murder, the boyfriend, the dad, the best friend. In the end, her handbag was found in the harbor, and they decided her body must be in there too. An accident, they claimed, as the river is so fast flowing, but the subreddit disagreed, sure it was a cover-up. The detective came in again afterward, but I didn’t listen to him, not when he was trying to make out we should be careful around water. He’d sold out, accepted the easiest option.

      That’s not something I’ll ever do. Better to have the truth out there, however much it hurts, than swallow a lie.

      Plenty of killers are still on the loose. If it were me, I wouldn’t want to lie low, credit unclaimed. I’d have to send letters, leak clues, anything to get the notoriety. There is no use in being a killer if no one is going to do a podcast about you.

      It’s easy to long for the macabre in this house. Mum and Dad are total softies. They volunteer on weekends at the community center to offer counseling sessions to those who can’t afford them. Mum and Dad aren’t actually counselors, though Mum is a nurse and Dad is a care worker. They rescued a chicken from someone’s farm and it now lives in our tiny house and we can’t even eat its eggs. There are also more dogs than people, and that’s saying something with three siblings. Jessie and Jack are twins, both ten, both terrible, and Arthur is fifteen and has helpfully decided he wants to be a drummer when he grows up. Mum and Dad adore the drumming, obviously. He’s got a new drum kit that cost a fortune, when I have to beg for more crime biographies because according to them I should get a creative hobby. They don’t want me to be a journalist; they see it as joining the “other side,” whatever that means. They insist we eat every meal together, and on the weekend we have Family Time, which mainly consists of long walks and me trying not to keel over from all the vomit-inducing activities. Lockdown has been a dream come true for them, while I’m so suffocated I think I might explode.

      I’m up early because Mum and Dad insist the day is never to be wasted. At least they didn’t go for an impromptu sunrise watch. Mum doesn’t notice I haven’t slept because she never really looks at me properly. I sneak a glance at my phone, despite the ban on them at the kitchen table, hopeful that someone will have messaged the group chat with a firm date on when to sneak out next.

      Next time, next time. No question, we’re doing it.

      No message.

      My fingers hesitate, desperate to type.

      “Hey, no phones at the table!” Jessie screams, snatching it from my hands.

      “Give it back!”

      “Why is your background a picture of Zac Efron? Ew!”

      It’s Zac Efron playing Ted Bundy, actually, but I won’t correct her as that’ll make things worse.

      Mum takes the phone from Jessie, doing her mock-fierce face that’ll crumble in two seconds. “What have we told you about electronic devices when we are eating?”

      “I know. I was checking something important⁠—”

      “She’s lying!” Jack declares. “You should confiscate it all day!”

      What if someone messages saying what a great time they had last night? It’s in Mum’s hand; the text will pop up on the screen.

      Oh God.

      I have to get it off her.

      “I’ll put it in my room, okay?” I say. “I’m sorry. I was checking the news for updates, you know.” Might as well go for the sympathy angle. “Hoping there might be some changes. That I might get my last few weeks at school after all.”

      “Oh, sweetheart.” Jackpot. Mum is soft as butter, and Dad hasn’t even glanced up from The Guardian. “In your room, then back in here to finish your breakfast. I’m thinking we’ll do some family yoga in the park for our daily exercise this morning.”

      Oh man. But I beam at her, clasp my phone to my chest, and ignore the daggers Jessie and Jack are staring at me. Arthur, predictably, has stayed out of it, drumming his fingers with one hand and spooning granola into his mouth with the other. If I was ever going to have a real sibling connection, it would be with him. I saved his life once, so the story goes. I was eleven and he was eight and he had just eaten four grapes on a trot when that fourth one decided to stick in his throat. Mum and Dad were in the garden setting up for a barbecue we were having; Jessie and Jack were out there with them, trapped in an outdoor playpen. Arthur started turning purple and spluttering, and I had just seen, a week before, a demonstration on television of what to do. So I thumped his back and did my attempt at the Heimlich maneuver, and somehow, miraculously, it worked. The half-eaten grape came firing out of his mouth, and he was breathing again.

      Shame we have absolutely nothing in common beyond a vague disdain for the people around us.

      I reach my bedroom without a moment to spare, my phone vibrating with a new message. I can’t believe how much I’m trembling as I open it.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cuckoo:

      

      
        When next, bitches?

      

      

      

      

      

      This is it then. We’re really doing it. Making sneaking out a regular thing.

      People are right; it feels good to be bad.

      And there’s no harm, really, is there? It’s only the five of us. It’s only sneaking out. We’re not doing anything. Just having fun.

      I should wait a decent amount of time before responding, try not to look so eager. But I can’t help it, I reply straight away with a series of emojis and demand that it be as soon as possible. Cuckoo replies with a laughing face, frustratingly vague.

      My eyes drift to the state of my room. Mum and Dad never come in here. It’s my “safe space,” and the door being shut is the only message they need to not intrude. Maybe I wish they would, because then they’d see what a mess it is. I have mountains of books, covers with tea-stained rims, three mugs of which are still in various states of being drunk in here. My desk is littered with revision guides and notebooks, useless now. Returning home last night via the window, which I’d left ajar, I saw it in a whole new light. Not my sanctuary, but an embarrassment. Unsuited to this new, daring me. Childish. I have Barbie dolls next to books about murderers.

      I change into a tracksuit, the kind Cuckoo likes to wear, tie my hair into a tight ponytail. My fingers itch for my phone, but I keep them busy, rubbing sun cream onto my skin. The mirror has my fingerprints all over it. Between the marks, I watch my lips stretch into a smile.

      I can’t tell the others how thrilled sneaking out made me, how desperate I am for the same feeling, that illicit high.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SIX

          

          
            CROW

          

        

      

    

    
      Goldie is the one who brings the bottle of vodka.

      None of us are expecting it; we meet at the park again, under that same big oak tree, and she arrives last, smug grin showcasing she has something she’s dying to tell us. And then she opens her backpack, which has a Cookie Monster key ring dangling from it, even though none of us have ever watched Sesame Street, and she produces a huge bottle of Smirnoff, three-quarters full.

      “Patricia’s,” she says, by way of explanation, to our open mouths. “She’s got plenty. She won’t miss this.”

      I have never drunk alcohol. Mum doesn’t have it at home, says it’s too expensive and that she doesn’t like it much anyway, though I have vague memories of her and Dad drinking wine back when he still lived with us. I’ve watched television programs, obviously, where people go to parties and get drunk. It mainly looks messy and unpleasant. Not something I would want to be.

      But I am eighteen. It’s legal. I’m not breaking the law. Goldie and Cuckoo are only seventeen, but that’s their problem, not mine. Goldie is the one supplying the alcohol. I should probably try it at least once, and then I can safely swear off it.

      Everything is going to be fine.

      We don’t have cups, so we each take a swig straight from the bottle. At first I think it’s tasteless, a whole load of fuss about nothing, but when I swallow, there’s a sudden burning at the back of my throat, and I cough like mad.

      “That’s horrible,” I say, while the others laugh. “Why do people drink this stuff?”

      “To get drunk, obviously,” Goldie says.

      “Have you ever been drunk?” I ask.

      “Well . . . no,” she admits. “But let’s do it now. If we all do it together, it’ll be fun.”

      “We can play drinking games!” Starling says. She’s in a dark tracksuit tonight, with black trainers. She takes a swig of the bottle, her freckled face scrunching up at the taste, though she manages better than me. “Like they do at parties.”

      She passes it to Wren, who has been sitting cross-legged against the tree looking mostly terrified at the prospect of alcohol. I watch her take a cautious sip, barely any of the liquid entering her mouth, and she copies Starling’s scrunched-up expression.

      “Does anyone know any drinking games?” she asks, quickly passing the bottle to Goldie again.

      “I think I remember one,” Cuckoo says. “It’s called twenty-one. We go round and we have to count to twenty-one, and whoever says twenty-one has to drink. You can say up to three numbers at once.”

      Honestly. How derivative. Is this what passes for entertainment?

      It’s weird though. We start playing, hesitant at first, and it actually turns out to be fun. Cuckoo, eager and reckless as always, has to drink first, a huge swig, and we all clap and cheer her on. And then we start making up even more stupid rules—whoever says seven has to cluck like a chicken, whoever says thirteen and then also twenty-one has to drink double, whoever says nine can pick someone to drink anyway—and the vodka doesn’t taste quite as terrible. After several rounds, even I’m giggling, and I feel funny, up close and far away simultaneously.

      “I bet this is what parties are like,” Cuckoo says.

      “We would have gone to them this summer,” Starling says. “I was so looking forward to it!”

      We’ve never been before because we’re always busy studying, or to be honest, we’re just never invited. But the parties for the end of term were going to be legendary. Everyone in the year was going to be invited.

      “Maybe we’d have got with someone,” Goldie says.

      “Oh my God! Imagine.”

      “Hayden Trent!” Starling swoons.

      “Yuck!” Cuckoo pulls a face. “He’s foul, Starling!”

      “He’s beautiful! He looks just like Zac Efron on my lock screen. Don’t come for Hayden Trent!”

      We all groan.

      “I stalked Mr. Brody on Facebook once,” Goldie says. “I even sent him a message pretending to be someone from his university, but he never responded.”

      Cuckoo cackles. “Goldie, you’re sick!”

      “Come on, you have to admit he was gorgeous.” She’s not embarrassed one bit.

      “True.” Cuckoo sighs wistfully. “I wonder where he is now?”

      “Probably baking soda bread with a girlfriend that looks like Zendaya.”

      “Starling!” Goldie cries. “Don’t you dare put that image in my head!”

      Even Wren can’t help giggling. “This is so nice, isn’t it?” she says.

      “Picturing Mr. Brody with Zendaya?”

      “No! Us saying things like this. Telling each other secrets.”

      “That’s kind of the point of friends,” I say dryly.

      And yet it occurs to me that we haven’t actually had many moments like this. Hanging out before, there’s always been homework or a book or revision or something in the way of just being. A pang churns my stomach—nostalgia, almost, for times we should have had. But we’re making up for it now.

      Cuckoo of all people swoops in to defend Wren. “She’s right. This is great. We can tell each other anything. Starling’s poor taste and Goldie’s craziness included.”

      Goldie grins. “Well, Cuckoo. Your turn then. Got any secret loves?”

      “Hold on!” She puts a hand up. “Have I ever told you guys about when I caught Miss White and Mr. Groskop kissing?”

      It has the intended effect; the others gasp and immediately clamor to know the full story. Cuckoo has the spotlight, like she always does, and rises to her feet, arms spread wide, recounting an after-school session with Miss White that was interrupted by Mr. Groskop asking for assistance with something. After a few minutes, Cuckoo stepped out into the corridor and supposedly saw them together. Never mind that even if they were together, they wouldn’t be so stupid as to kiss where anyone could walk by at any moment. Cuckoo is making this up for entertainment, too scared to reveal something about herself. I watch her, her wide mouth and uneven teeth telling this ridiculous tale, and feel a prickle of dislike.

      She’s always been like this. Has to steal the show, has to make sure the attention is on her. I told Goldie once I thought she was desperate, and she looked at me like I’d kicked a puppy. But that’s who Cuckoo is. A puppy in constant need of affection.

      I look over at Goldie, wondering if she’s buying this. She is leaning back against the tree, cross-legged, golden hair framing her face. Behind her, a spider has been busy making its web, careful lines of silk in intricate patterns. It is huge, the lockdown meaning it has been created undisturbed. Sometimes I feel as if I am detached from everything around me, and I look for signs like this to remind me the world is as complicated as I am. The road opposite the park, with its orderly rows of town houses and private gardens, is exactly the kind of place I’d like to live. I picture myself at a desk, looking out at a view that can’t see back, surrounded by books and a cat at my feet. I can go too far with this: I arrange the furniture, the color of the walls, the type of floorboards. I recenter myself. The spider carries on, unaware it is being watched. Goldie seems lost in her own thoughts too. Cuckoo has finished her story, Starling and Wren are laughing, but she hasn’t reacted.

      “Goldie?” I say, startling her. “What’s on your mind?”

      She shakes her head. “I was just thinking about how I lied.”

      “You lied?”

      “I have been drunk before.”

      “Oh.” I glance at the others, but they’re as lost as me. “When?”

      “When I ran away,” Goldie says.

      Starling laughs; she expects this is a joke. We all do.

      Goldie doesn’t laugh along with her. She is staring down at her lap, running her thumb across her fingertips. “It was my birthday. The first one after Mum left. I was waiting by the front door all day, thinking the past few months were a mistake. She needed time to grieve, and then she’d be back, and my birthday was the perfect opportunity. Patricia told me I was acting dumb, but even she was hopeful, I could tell. I waited hours.”

      Goldie never talks about her mum. She occasionally makes jokes about being abandoned, and she talks about her dad all the time, even though it’s been years. But I’ve never heard this before. And judging by the look on everyone else’s faces, neither have they.

      “When it started getting dark, I realized my mistake,” Goldie continues. “I was at Patricia’s—how would Mum know where I was? She’d be expecting me at home. Where we used to live. I grabbed some of Patricia’s alcohol, a bottle of wine—Mum loved to drink wine, she had it every night—and I snuck out and walked all the way to our old house. It took hours. I didn’t know the way, had to beg a few passersby for help. I’m lucky I wasn’t bloody kidnapped.”

      “Goldie.” Cuckoo’s previous humor has vanished. “You don’t have to tell us this.”

      She waves Cuckoo off. “I got there in the end. It was raining by this point. And I was terrified, but I heard voices and saw the light was on, and it’s mad, but I believed the past year had all been some horrible dream, and Mum and Dad would be there and everything would be alright again. I knocked on the door, and there was a stranger in my house. I shouted at them and asked where my mum was, she was coming to get me, it was my birthday, and they tried to bring me inside, but I shoved them and ran away.

      “I didn’t get far. I ran around the back of the house and stayed there for ages. All night, actually. And I started drinking the wine myself. Got sick. But the strangers must have called the police because they found me early the next morning, soaked to the bone and utterly wasted. I had to go to hospital, get my stomach pumped. Turns out I’d caught pneumonia too. Patricia got angry, especially about the alcohol. Grounded me for weeks. And Mum never came back. But you knew that part.”

      No one knows what to say. The spider has disappeared.

      “God, what a downer.” Goldie tries to laugh, but it comes out more like a sob. “Sorry. Killed the mood, didn’t I?”

      “Don’t worry,” Cuckoo says. “It’s not as depressing as Starling fancying Hayden Trent.”

      And it works; the heavy atmosphere is lifted the moment Goldie giggles, permission for the rest of us to join in.

      Cuckoo is irritating. She’s a liar. She’s an attention seeker.

      But she also knows exactly what to say to make things better.

      Maybe that’s why, when she sees Goldie wiping quickly at her eyes, she decides to stand up, making sure we all turn to her instead.

      “I used to wish my mum was like yours,” Cuckoo says, directing this at Goldie, who blinks in surprise. “I know what you’re thinking. How could I possibly want a mum like that? But when I learned your mum ran out on you, left without a goodbye, part of me hoped that’s what mine did too.”

      Cuckoo’s mum. We met her, obviously, before what happened. She was that typical mumsy mum, the kind you genuinely felt could give you a hug and you’d melt into her and everything would be alright. She was super cool too, rode her bike everywhere and ran a cycling club and different events to raise money so every kid on Cuckoo’s estate could have a bike. I think Cuckoo even said she taught dance to kids in the community center.

      “It’ll be two years this week,” Cuckoo says.

      Two years already?

      Two years since she went out on her bike and was hit by a speeding car. A drunk driver who left the scene and was only found later because of the massive dent in his vehicle. Cuckoo’s mum was left to die in the road, and it took a long time for her to die. Long enough, Cuckoo’s dad was told later, that she could have been saved if that driver had stopped and called for an ambulance.

      “I hate him,” Cuckoo says, anger as fresh and raw as the day it happened. “I hate him.”

      Goldie stands up and extends her pinkie finger. It’s an old gesture, one we did in primary school before Cuckoo was even part of our group. But immediately I scramble to my feet and Starling and Wren do the same. We link pinkies, all of us, and nod for Cuckoo to do the same.

      “We hate him,” Goldie says. “We’re here for you.”

      “I’m sorry you ran away,” Cuckoo says. “I didn’t know that.”

      “I’m sorry about your mum.”

      Something has shifted. We’ve never had such a serious conversation before. Is it the drink? Or something else?

      Are we changing already?

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER SEVEN

          

          
            CUCKOO

          

        

      

    

    
      Sometimes I sneak out on my own.

      I know my route; I always go to the same place.

      There is an added danger to it. As a girl, every instinct in me is screaming this isn’t safe, and yet another part of me is thrilled.

      The streets turn from homely and normal to manicured and sinister. The houses loom large, enough space between them so they never know their neighbors. Period buildings, gardens that were once well taken care of but are now floundering without the proper maintenance. The people who live in these houses don’t do the gardening themselves. They have front drives with gates blocking access to anyone walking past, with very expensive cars tucked away in garages. Sometimes there is a light on in one of the upstairs rooms, and I wonder if there is some man or woman hunched over a computer earning thousands by the hour for fussing over numbers. Or maybe it is someone my age, playing computer games and not caring about the state of the world because it looks pretty good from where they’re sitting.

      The house at the end of this street is particularly nice. I have studied it on Rightmove, when it was last for sale seven years ago. A long time ago, but the exterior hasn’t changed much. These people very much keep the place looking perfect. Suspiciously so, considering no one should be working for them at the moment.

      Because this house is at the end of the street, it has the worst security. A hedge around the back can be pushed through quite easily, and the wall isn’t too high. I can scale it and be in the garden in seconds.

      If I’m early enough, I’ll catch them in the open-plan kitchen, lights on, everything visible through the sliding glass doors. They sit at their island, the two of them: husband, wife, picture-perfect. The large television isn’t on; neither has their phone out; they’re chatting and laughing.

      Mostly. Sometimes there isn’t much laughter at all. Sometimes he makes her cry. Sometimes he reaches for the wine bottle again instead of his running shoes.

      But usually he goes running.

      And I follow him. He runs the same route; he enjoys the solitude and the dark as much as I do. Or I watch his wife instead.

      She sits in the kitchen and has more drink. She watches television, catching up on shows I don’t think he lets her watch otherwise. She puts a hand to her forehead and closes her eyes and just exists in her own thoughts. I like to imagine running up the garden path and banging on the glass doors and making her scream.

      I like to imagine him falling over as he runs. Tripping him up, or pushing him. I imagine other things too.

      Rarely, I am too late for either of them. The house is dark and I sit there anyway. He comes back from his run and into the kitchen for a glass of water. He has no idea I am watching him.

      I shape my hand into a pretend gun and fire. One shot, directly into his head.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER EIGHT

          

          
            CROW

          

        

      

    

    
      Study leave was meant to start today. Time off to revise for our exams, a final day in school filled with assemblies and celebrations and certificates and random people signing your shirt. It’s the day, the one I was looking forward to and dreading the most. This was meant to be the dividing point. Not a random afternoon with no ceremony.

      So tonight we are having our own ceremony. We’re wearing our school shirts; Starling is bringing permanent markers. We’ll create our own last day.

      Mum is snoring while I gather my things together. She always leaves her bedroom door ajar, says she likes to be aware of what’s going on in case there’s a burglar, but she’s dead to the world. A burglar could come in and dance around the place, and she wouldn’t hear a peep. Still, though, I’m quiet. I sling my backpack over one shoulder, my purse and a bottle of water inside, and then delicately take my keys into my hands, preventing my key chains from jingling. Our flat is tiny, so I cross the short distance from my bedroom to the stairs in seconds, leftover chip fat stench still lingering.

      Living above a fish and chip shop has some benefits; we get a discount and know the people who run it well. But there are negatives too. The smell never really goes away, as is evident by the fact they haven’t been operating for weeks and it’s still here. I’m always conscious of it, douse myself with endless body sprays to try and hide it when it must follow me round too, like how cigarette smoke clings to smokers.

      The biggest negative of all is how embarrassing it is. We used to live in a proper house: three bedrooms, garden, and everything. It was on a nice street, and I remember playing with the neighbors. Then Mum and Dad divorced, and Dad forgot he had a daughter, and Mum and I had to move here, where there are no gardens, only a street of shops and night after night of drunk people outside yelling.

      Lockdown has improved that at least. There is silence at night and during the day.

      It hasn’t removed the shame of it though. I’ll never let the others come round. I pretend it’s too far, but really, I don’t want them seeing any of this. The torn-up carpet on the way down the stairs to the front door, the haphazard pile of shoes at the bottom. The boarded-up glass on one of the window panels because some guy kicked it in a couple of years ago and we’ve never got round to mending it. The alley straight outside with our old furniture lying there, a narrow cut through to the bins round the back of the shops and a place people use to pee, so the smell of fish and chips is sometimes overridden by rotting food and piss. The main road itself is normally packed, but it’s somewhere most people wouldn’t feel comfortable walking alone at night. And it doesn’t matter that everyone who lives here is super friendly and every shop owner gives me a smile when I go by. It’s how it looks on the outside that matters. I don’t belong in a place like this.

      I’m last to meet the others. They’re waiting for me in the city center. More risky, out in a public place like this, but more exciting too. I can’t believe I’m thinking that. Me, excited by being daring. I don’t know what’s come over me.

      But we deserve it, don’t we, after how we’ve been treated? After what we’re having to create for ourselves?

      “You’re late,” Cuckoo says predictably. Everyone is in their uniform; Starling has the pens at the ready. “Isn’t this mad, town being empty?”

      We head toward the center, turning onto the long street with Primark and Burger King, our usual haunts, everything dark and abandoned. The shops have their shutters pulled down, as they normally would at this time, but there’s something more permanent about it. The streets are surprisingly clean, with none of the regular litter thrown about. And there is no one around, in the distance or otherwise. We head back in the opposite direction of Primark, walking down Rupert Street to reach the Bristol Hippodrome and the fountains in front of it.

      “Switched off,” Cuckoo says, disappointed. “I was hoping we could put bubble bath in them like we’ve seen so many times before.”

      “Bubble bath!” Goldie laughs. “To think we were so good. Look at us now.”

      It is funny. We were those girls, the ones in every school. Well-behaved, the favorites of teachers, our reports a never-ending stream of Excels, A Joy to Teach, Working So Hard. We never got detentions, were trusted to be unsupervised on occasion. If a teacher had to leave the room, one of us was put in charge for that brief period. We were the ones sat next to misbehaving boys or struggling students, and we always said yes to any request with a smile, pride in our good reputation.

      It was the deal though, wasn’t it? Work hard at school, be nice, and the fun can come afterward. All our efforts would be rewarded.

      We’re taking what we’re owed.

      Cuckoo shrugs. Her eyes are tired, I notice, from our late nights, tinges of purple underneath them. “Never mind. We can still celebrate our true final day at school! Starling, give us that red marker. Who wants their shirt signed first?”

      “Me!” I volunteer.

      Cuckoo’s on me in a second, scrawling into my back, the shapes familiar at first and then strange.

      “What is it you’re doing?” I say. “You’re not spoiling it already, are you?”

      “Cheek! I’ve drawn you a cuckoo next to my name. I’m pretty proud of it, actually.”

      “Sign me next!” Goldie says.

      “We can all sign each other,” Starling says, and hands us each a different colored pen.

      We’re all at it then, carefully scribbling onto each other. And when we’ve finished our own names, Cuckoo writes something else on Goldie’s back that makes us screech with laughter.

      “What is it?” she says. “Cuckoo, what have you done?”

      “To my darling,” Cuckoo reads, in a deep male voice. “Now we can finally be together. Yours, Mr. Brody.”

      “Cuckoo! I can’t believe you wrote that!”

      “Why not?” she chuckles. “We can do whatever the hell we want.”

      “I’m going to write one from Stacey Fulham on Wren,” Goldie says. “Saying she’s always been jealous of her.”

      Wren blushes, but she’s smiling. “As if.”

      But each new fake addition makes us all laugh, and soon we’re adding everyone we can think of, even celebrities and The Queen. Starling begs for Hayden Trent’s name and then a list of serial killers. Soon we’re grabbing each other for support to suppress our giggles, shirts covered every inch with colorful ink of the craziest names imaginable.

      It would have been nice to have a real last day.

      But maybe this is even better.

      We’re having so much fun we stop worrying about what’s around us. And we don’t notice Starling gasp, stand bolt upright. Her face has turned white, and she raises a shaking arm, pointing behind us. “Is that a policeman?”

      A policeman?

      Cold terror drenches me and everyone else. The laughter dies in an instant.

      We turn to look at where Starling is pointing. Up ahead, easy to see in his high-vis uniform, is a police officer, coming from the direction of College Green and about to spot us.

      “Shit!” Cuckoo says. “Hide!”

      “Where?” Wren cries.

      We are in a wide-open space. Our only option is to hide behind the large pillars that flank the fountains. Normally lit up with neon lights, they are as dark as everything else, though they’re too small for us all to fit behind one. Starling and I run to the nearest, while Wren and Goldie crouch behind the one next to us, and Cuckoo hides two pillars away.

      “If he spots us,” Starling whispers, “we’re done for.”

      “Cuckoo could have run away,” I murmur. “She’s not as unfit as the rest of us.”

      We are book girls. We do not do sports. Cuckoo is the exception, because of course she is. She wins the school’s cross-country race every year and always comes first in sports day races. It feels like an affront to feminism to squeal or cower whenever a football is launched in my direction, but I am hopeless. I get out of breath running for ten seconds; there’s no way this officer wouldn’t catch me immediately. Hiding is our best option, but we have to stay aware, circle round the pillar if he approaches at the wrong angle.

      Which he might well do. The police officer does not carry on walking down the road in front of the hippodrome. He crosses it, heading straight toward us.

      “Oh no,” Starling says. “Have you seen some of the fines people are getting? There’s no way any of us could afford that.”

      I tune her out, peering around the pillar at the policeman. He is oblivious to us for now. He is tall and muscular, but too far away for me to make out any discernible features. He has his hands in his pockets, and he walks with the confidence of being unseen. Is this what it is like to be a man all alone in the dead of night? Or is it because he has authority? He reaches his hands out from his pockets, cracks his knuckles. And then, just when I think he is walking on by and we are fine, he stops, turning to look in our direction.

      Immediately, I duck behind the pillar.

      “Did he see you?” Starling asks, and I mime at her to shut up, gesture furiously at the others that they need to stay hidden. If I can see them, he might be able to. Wren’s face, white and terrified, disappears behind her pillar. Starling is persistent though. “Is he coming?”

      “Starling,” I whisper. “Be quiet.”

      Everything is going to be fine. Everything is going to be fine.

      I can’t risk another look. He is closer; I can hear him now. Footsteps heavy on the ground, a whistle under his breath.

      Then the worst happens: a noise. Whatever it is, if I can hear it from here, so can the police officer. And he does. The whistling ceases; his footsteps grind to a halt.

      “Is someone there?” he shouts. His tone is serious. He means business.

      Starling’s eyes widen. She mouths silently, What do we do?

      He is coming toward us. I hear the thud of his boots.

      But then, unbelievably, from that farthest pillar, Cuckoo takes off into a run.

      “Hey!” the police officer yells. “Come here!”

      He fumbles around with something, swearing, then runs after her. She has had a head start, the element of surprise. She’s already disappearing round a corner, and it takes him time to turn that corner too and vanish with her.

      “What is she playing at?” Starling gasps.

      “She’s saving us, you idiot,” Goldie says, stepping out from behind her pillar. “That was my fault. I stepped backward and stumbled over Wren.”

      “Will she get away?” Wren is staring after where Cuckoo and the police officer went.

      “It’s Cuckoo,” Goldie says. “She always manages to think of something. Now come on, let’s get out of here in case backup arrives.”

      By the time we’re out of the city center, past the Bearpit and back toward Starling’s house, we’re breathless. We weren’t able to run the whole way, but even walking fast has us reaching for our sides. And yet we made it. Cuckoo saved us.

      “I can’t believe that happened,” I say.

      “Do you think Cuckoo’s alright?” Wren asks, biting her lip. It makes me notice her front teeth, which are slightly too big and give her the appearance of a rabbit in human form.

      “She’ll be fine,” Goldie answers firmly. Despite the fact we’ve been running and the rest of us are red-faced and slicked with sweat, she looks as immaculate as ever, cheeks only slightly tinged with pink.

      “We actually outmaneuvered a police officer,” Starling says, amazed.

      “Imagine if people at school could see this.” Goldie grins.

      I let the thought of their shocked faces warm me. “They’d never believe it.”

      “We’re underestimated,” Starling says. She brushes her unruly ginger curls from her face, grinning. “That’s why.”

      “Well,” I say. “Look at us now.”

      Later, when I arrive home, there’s a message on the group chat waiting for me. It’s Cuckoo, who has managed to get back before any of us.

      
        
          
            
              
        You’re welcome bitches! [image: face blowing a kiss][image: face blowing a kiss]

      

      

      

      

      

      She did it.

      We did it.

      Wow. I start laughing again, catch sight of myself in the mirror, at all the colorful names on my shirt. It’s incredible.

      I can’t believe we never realized how fun it is to break the rules.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER NINE

          

          
            STARLING

          

        

      

    

    
      In the Victorian times, body snatching was common. People would dig up freshly buried corpses and sell them to anatomists. This could gain them a reasonable income, so some took it one step further by creating those fresh corpses themselves. Supply needed, demand met.

      Pretty smart, when you think about it.

      After that night with the policeman, everything changed.

      There’s no question anymore about whether we’re doing this; it’s a question of how many times a week.

      Supply needed, demand met.

      No one has suspected a thing so far. I had a close shave once when I came back to find Dad already awake and making himself a cup of coffee, but thankfully he didn’t hear me come in and I was able to grab a dressing gown slung over the back of the sofa, kick my shoes off, and pretend I’d woken up too. Quite often, Arthur’s light is on under his bedroom door when I pad across the hall, and I hear the faint noise of computer games. I won’t tell Mum and Dad. I wonder if he’s ever heard me roaming around and has kept quiet too.

      Tonight, Cuckoo is cryptic. We are meeting at the park, her message says, but we’re not staying there for long.

      
        
          
            
              
        Cuckoo:

      

      
        Wear all black as usual, someone bring torches

      

      

      

      
        
          
        And wear a mask

      

      

      

      

      

      My mask is as black as my outfit, black fabric that holds tight across my nose and mouth. I’m in black skinny jeans, my favorite black boots, and a thin black jumper because even though it’s summer, the nights get surprisingly cold. I check myself in the mirror, exasperated with my freckles and generally ruddy complexion, apply some kohl around my eyes, and tiptoe from my bedroom, closing the door behind me very slowly. Sure enough, Arthur’s light is still on, but I creep past without a problem. Our dogs, thankfully, sleep in Mum and Dad’s room and haven’t once reacted to the sound of me on the stairs or leaving via the back door. My heart still thuds, though, every time I do it, waiting for a wrong move to ruin everything.

      Not tonight. I lock the door behind me, scale the garden wall (uncomfortably in my jeans), and then I’m gone, hurrying down dark streets with only my shadow for company. My keys stay in my palm, jagged edges out and ready. It pays to be prepared.

      I’m so set on getting to the park I barely take in my surroundings, tripping over something left behind on the pavement. It scatters loudly across the ground, so loudly I’m sure one of the houses nearby will have its occupants come and investigate. I curse under my breath, ankle aching from the sudden twist, and reach down for the offending object.

      It’s a spray can. I pick it up, shake it. It rattles, over half full.

      We could have a lot of fun with this.

      These are the exact words Goldie says when we’re all together at the oak tree and I show them it. Taller than us, when Goldie holds the spray can aloft we stare at it like it’s a beacon. Wren has a black fabric mask too, but Cuckoo and Crow are wearing the disposable blue ones and they’re rather noticeable. Goldie, maybe realizing this, has gone without one at all, zipping her hoodie up so that it covers her mouth, chewing on the end of the zip. Wren says nothing about when we previously teased her for bothering to wear the one she has on now, but then I think we all know this is more about hiding our faces than anything else.

      “Cuckoo?” Crow says. “Does a spray can fit within your mysterious plans for tonight?”

      She grins, revealing the dimples in her cheeks. “They’ve made them even better. Follow me.”

      Which we do automatically. Before Cuckoo, I’d have said Crow was the one who took charge. It should have been Goldie, but she’s so laid-back she’s practically horizontal. Cuckoo joined our group and took over with ease, like she was always meant to be a part of us. And honestly, it works. Goldie is too relaxed, Crow is too serious, Wren is too soft, and I always manage to say or do the wrong thing. My idea of a fun night is cozying up in a chair reading books about murderous men; most would not agree.

      We cut across the park, our phones lighting the way, then head down suburban streets. Houses and cars in a standstill, hedges untrimmed, posters in windows with rainbows on them. This is a nice area, the kind where if a crime was committed, the neighbors would come on television and say: Things like that don’t happen here.

      We walk by a particularly ostentatious front garden, filled with flowers, an expensive car in the driveway. Cuckoo reaches out, hand skimming the bushes and flowers as she passes, and then at the last moment she pulls a flower loose, spoiling the perfect pattern, claiming it as her own.

      “Cuckoo,” Crow says. “Why did you do that?”

      She shrugs. “Why not? What’s one flower in their immaculate garden?”

      But it’s not immaculate anymore: The line is broken, the flowers uneven. Whoever is sleeping in the house right now, curtains drawn, believing themselves safe and undisturbed, will wake tomorrow and know that someone was here.

      And isn’t that powerful?

      I snatch my own flower from the center of the row of them. I pick one petal, and let it fall to the pavement. The wind will probably steal it away before the homeowner can see, but for a moment there it is: a red petal on the ground, like a spot of blood. Crow shakes her head at me, disappointed, and Goldie and Wren say nothing.

      Cuckoo, though, is triumphant. She grins, then tucks her flower behind her ear. It doesn’t quite work, the stem isn’t strong enough, and it droops precariously, ready to fall at any second. But she commits to it, so I do the same.

      Cuckoo leads us through the underpass, and I finally realize where we’re going. I overtake, cresting round the hill and across the main road that used to be so busy, toward our school gates.

      We haven’t been back since that last day when we discussed how to commit the perfect murder. It looks exactly the same, which brings a surprising wave of disappointment where I thought comfort might be.

      “School?” I say. “What are we doing here?” The spray can is still in my hand, our flowers behind our ears still hanging on.

      Cuckoo shrugs. “I was wrong. We’re not going to be back. Maybe not even for our results. We finished school on a random Friday and have nothing to show for it. I figured it was due a proper goodbye.”

      “I could have met you here!” Goldie says, indicating her head behind us to where she lives. “I’ve gone on a walk for nothing.”

      “Sorry.” Cuckoo grins. “Didn’t want to spoil the surprise.”

      “And we’re . . . going in?” I ask.

      “We’re going in.”

      Yes.

      I can’t help but feel a flicker of alarm at how instant my approval is, at how much I want this.

      But why not? Let’s see what else we can get away with.

      “What about the cameras?” Wren asks.

      “They’re not real,” Cuckoo says. “Miss White told me once. They’re a deterrent. The school doesn’t have the budget. And we’re not going to be breaking inside the building. Just on the grounds.”

      “Let’s go,” Goldie says. “Before someone does see us lurking around the front gates.”

      There is a lot of stumbling and helping each other over the gate, but eventually we make our way to our old haunt, where we’d always go during break and lunchtimes. Far away from the patch of gravel the boys are allowed to play basketball on, or the fields where plastic bottles are kicked around in lieu of footballs (banned after the Year Sevens kept coming crying to their Head of Year that they were getting assaulted), and instead behind the Art Block, a Portakabin that was meant to be temporary and has been going for as long as we’ve been here. No one is really meant to be around the back of it, out of sight of whichever poor teacher is on duty, but the one time we were caught, we were told that because we’re good, they’ll allow it.

      I wonder what they’d say now.

      Someone has dumped a load of old art supplies back here, an unsteady pile of broken paintbrushes, used-up cardboard, plywood, felt-tip pens with no lids, and even a chair with no legs. But other than that, it’s the same, the emergency exit steps still free to be our seats. And when we sit down, we even take our normal places, our own seating plan: me and Cuckoo on the top steps, Goldie and Crow in the middle, and Wren below.

      “It’s like we never left,” I say.

      “Imagine if this was all a dream,” Crow says. “We wake up tomorrow and there hasn’t been a lockdown and exams aren’t canceled.”

      “Don’t scare me,” Goldie says. “I’ve forgotten almost everything.”

      “Surely not!” Crow cries. “Not English, at least.”

      “To be honest, it’s been a relief,” Goldie says. “I can focus on what’s important now.”

      “How are exams not important?”

      Cuckoo laughs. “God, listen to yourself, Crow.”

      “We’ve missed out,” she says. “I can’t believe you’d be so calm about it. Everything we’ve learned and we haven’t put it to the test. It drives me crazy.”

      “What drives me crazy is this limbo we’re in,” Goldie says.

      “Actually,” Wren says. “I want to tell you guys something about that. When the lockdown ends⁠—”

      “When the lockdown ends, I’m going to be a journalist,” I say. “My university has a student paper. I’ll become the editor, start making a name for myself. It’ll be great.”

      “There’s a Creative Writing Society at Durham,” Crow says. “I’m joining that for sure. I can write a book during university, no trouble.”

      Cuckoo looks uncomfortable. Her flower is gone, I realize, almost certainly lost when we scaled the gate. I reach for my own, and that one is gone too, vanished unnoticed. “Maybe the lockdown won’t ever end. But that wouldn’t be so bad, would it? If we stayed doing this kind of stuff?”

      “Are you kidding?” Crow says. “We can’t stay locked up forever. We have to be allowed a chance.”

      “A chance at what?”

      Goldie’s eyes glitter. “Hey, Starling, give me that can.”

      I raise an eyebrow but comply. “What are you going to do?”

      She scrambles to her feet, and to our amazement she takes the can and begins to graffiti the wall of the Portakabin. The spray is bright red, the hissing sound as venomous as a snake. Slowly, letters begin to take shape, better the more she writes. When she is finished, she smirks, the pride in her face evident for us all to see.

      
        
        generation left behind

      

      

      Some of the spray paint has dripped, still wet, like the words are bleeding.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TEN

          

          
            CUCKOO

          

        

      

    

    
      We have become, in a way, nocturnal. The days pass through long lie-ins and mindless time spent in front of the television, or helping Carly and Dean with their schoolwork. Starling complains often about the family walks she is forced on, but they sound nice to me. Crow is still revising, determined to do it just in case there is a sudden switch around. Goldie tells us her aunt is driving her slowly insane, and Wren seems to do nothing except watch Netflix in bed. It is only at nighttime our inertia vanishes and we become alive again.

      It’s rare for a cuckoo to be nocturnal, only sometimes when searching for other birds. They have an interesting reputation, but they are one of the sacred animals for the goddess Hera, protector of women, so they’re always going to be good for me. I’m a protector too.

      So here I am: protector, nocturnal, finding my other birds. They are waiting for me not far from the estate, and tonight we have no plans. We walk and talk, keeping to side roads, quiet streets with quiet houses and quiet people inside them.

      “Our first exam would have been tomorrow,” Crow says. “Isn’t that mad? Who would have thought, six months ago, that we’d be doing this instead?”

      “You’d have been in bed by nine,” I say. “Alarm set multiple times, twenty-seven black pens at the ready.”

      “Like you wouldn’t,” Crow retorts. “You care as much as I do.”

      “Not quite as much, but alright. We’d all have been asleep, with frightening dreams to occupy our minds.”

      “Do you think there is anyone from school that lives here?” Wren asks as we turn into another street, home to large, detached houses, individual front gardens, and driveways. It is dark, the streetlamps off now that it’s late. A bird—or a bat, I can’t be sure which—flies overhead, but otherwise we are alone, just as we like to be.

      “Probably Stacey Fulham,” Goldie says, wrinkling her nose. “She’s always bragging about where she’s been on holiday and the tennis club she’s a part of.”

      “What is everyone doing?” Starling murmurs. “Do you think anyone is doing anything as exciting as us?”

      “They’re just on TikTok and Instagram,” Wren says. “They’re not going out, not like us anyway.”

      “Exactly,” I say. “We’ve always been different.”

      We aren’t afraid anymore of walking past the houses. I always led the way before, but now Goldie and Starling are happy to walk ahead of me, peering into front gardens and letting their hands drift toward hedges, pulling leaves and stems as they walk. I watch them, Goldie’s hair in one golden sweep down her back, Starling’s red hair bouncing on her shoulders with every step, Goldie taller and more graceful, Starling almost jogging along. Crow keeps in pace with me, and even she’s less reluctant now, studying the area with interest, analytical as always, no doubt weighing up what we can and can’t get away with. Only Wren lags behind, so I turn and wait for her, linking our arms together.

      One particular house stands out. Painted a sour yellow, they have a bright orange sports car that clashes terribly parked on the drive. Goldie and Starling stop in front of it, bringing the rest of us to a standstill too. Behind the car is a double garage, to the left of it a tap with the garden hose still attached. Without waiting for the others, I enter the driveway, walk up to the tap against their hushed protests, and loosen the hose, ever so slightly. Enough to leave a gap, but not enough for it to fall off. The next time someone uses it, the water will burst from the seam.

      “Oh my God,” Starling says. She has stepped onto the drive too. “Is this . . . trespassing? Are we breaking the law?”

      “We could have a parcel to deliver,” I say.

      “At two in the morning?”

      I grin. “We’re very keen to keep to our next-day delivery quota.”

      I move toward the house, to the front door.

      The welcome mat seems brand-new, as if no one has ever actually stepped on it. I imagine a shiny-faced woman answering the door and telling a delivery driver to step back, please, lest his dirty shoes soil it. The word welcome is in block capitals, written in curly print, black against beige. But the house doesn’t feel welcoming. Even the front door is immaculate, not a scuff in sight, the brass knocker practically gleaming. Engraved in the letter box, also in capitals, are the words no soliciting. Not so welcome indeed.

      “Cuckoo,” Starling hisses. “What if they have one of those Ring doorbells? We’ve already done enough. Come on!”

      This makes me glance back at the door, but no. There’s no sign of one. No camera around. We’re safe.

      “Let’s move their welcome mat,” I say. “Put it right behind their car. That’ll give them a scare.”

      “Do we want to give them a scare?” Crow asks. “Aren’t we pushing it? They’re going to know someone was in their drive.”

      “And what—moved their mat?” I roll my eyes. “Hardly the crime of the century, is it? It’s only a bit of fun.”

      A bit of fun—and maybe, yes, I do want to scare them a little. These people, with their three-story detached house and driveway, with their flashy car and no doubt others hidden in the garage that are even better, with their stupid pristine welcome mat that has clearly never welcomed anyone in its life, have never known fear. They live their lives with an implicit knowledge that everything is going to be okay. There are backup plans. Backups to the backups. Money in savings accounts. Holidays to look forward to when this is all over. Life to look forward to when this is all over.

      If this small act makes them feel less secure, makes them question even one fraction of their safe, carefully controlled lives, then I’ve done a good deed.

      I’m like Robin Hood, if Robin Hood decided to be a petty bitch.

      I lift the mat, ready to deliver it to one of the front wheels of the car, when something underneath catches my eye.

      A key.

      It must be for the house. The way some people put them under plant pots or bury them in a patch of soil. We used to have one on top of the light outside our door, but it was always scaldingly hot to touch, and our neighbor was broken into after they’d done the same thing. Around here, these people don’t have such worries. Here is one of their trusty backup plans.

      The mat is surprisingly heavy; I drop it on the path and it lands with a thunk, one half flopping over the other, only me visible from the original word. Wren picks it up, dutifully places it in front of the car, right up against the left wheel. Mission accomplished: No animal would do something so precise, and they will know their peaceful home has been disturbed.

      “There’s a key,” I say, as if everyone isn’t already staring at it, as if we’re not already imagining all the possibilities.

      “We’re not going in,” Crow says, and I can’t help but laugh.

      “Jesus,” I say. “Straight to one hundred. That’s your idea, Crow, not mine.”

      “You’re thinking it too.”

      “Au contraire.” For some reason, I’m reluctant to pick it up. I imagine it burning me like it’s been under a hot light too, leaving an angry red mark in my palm.

      Instead it is Goldie who bends down and retrieves it. There is no cry of pain, no scalding. The key rests in her open hand, and she holds it out to us all. “What should we do with it?”

      “Use it to scratch their car,” I say, only half joking.

      “Too risky,” Starling says, taking me seriously. “We could move it somewhere else too. Maybe put it right back under the mat, but over there.”

      “I like that!” Wren whispers.

      “Let’s just leave it alone,” Crow says. “Isn’t it scary enough that it’s lying there exposed?”

      “No,” Goldie says. “It’d be scariest if it vanished completely. Let’s take it with us.”

      “Take it with us?” Crow echoes. “And do what exactly?”

      “Nothing. Chuck it in the river. But it won’t be there anymore. And they’ll know right away that it’s gone.”

      Oh, that is brilliant.

      I can picture them so easily: waking up, opening their front door in their fancy silk robe, realizing the mat isn’t there first, panicking about that. Finding it in front of their garden, perhaps rationalizing it as silly teenagers, nothing serious. And then realizing that the key is gone, it has been stolen, and someone out there has access to their home. Access that they could use at any moment, perhaps that very next night.

      Perhaps they’ve been in already.

      Their lovely bubble is popped for good.

      “But what if they’re good people?” Wren is biting her lip again. “What if we’re messing with someone who doesn’t deserve it?”

      I am reminded of her similar reluctance during our discussion with Miss White: I could never murder anyone. The perfect murder is none at all.

      She is so innocent.

      “Most people deserve something, Wren,” I tell her. “And this is small, in the grand scheme of things. Tiny. They’ll get their locks changed and move on.”

      She nods. “Yes. You’re right. Sorry.”

      “That’s settled then,” Goldie says, hand closing over the key. “Let’s go.”

      We dart out of the front garden, hurry down the driveway, and out onto the street. I look back, make sure we haven’t been spotted, but the house is still in darkness, unaware of our intrusion. The other houses along the street are equally as dark, and if anyone has seen us, it’s too late—we’re gone.

      On one of the chimneys is a lone magpie, the only creature that knows what we have done.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER ELEVEN

          

          
            WREN

          

        

      

    

    
      When this all started, I should have known then. It was inevitable that we would end up at Bishop’s House.

      Starling wailed in the group chat:

      
        
          
            
              
        It’s Prom Night! We have to do something big for it!

      

      

      

      

      

      Cuckoo replied with:

      
        
          
            
              
        I know just the place!

      

      

      

      

      

      And that was that.

      Bishop’s House, so called because that was one of its original purposes. The site was used in the medieval period as a bishop’s palace, and there are still a couple of old stones in the grounds from then. Eventually, after the palace was left to ruin, a grand house was built during the Georgian period. It was used during the First World War as a recruitment base, a civil defense center during the Second, and then was turned back into a house by a different rich family. By the time the eighties rolled around, it lay abandoned again, eventually getting boarded up, the garden overgrown and its history confined to a Wikipedia page. There are rumors it was once used as an asylum, and that it’s haunted, that anyone who visits sees the ghosts of past patients and soldiers and bishops, of sickly Victorian children who died of cholera. Never mind that any Victorian children living in this house would have had a far better standard of living than most.

      I walk past it every time I come home from school, the sight of it looming large at the top of the hill, closed off by high walls and an iron gate. All that’s missing is a flash of lightning and a spooky old lady and it’d be the perfect horror film mansion.

      And now here we are, the five of us, heading straight toward it.

      I tried to get out of this one. Pretended I had a headache. But they insisted. Which was nice for half a second, that they wanted to include me. But then Cuckoo said of course they needed me.

      I’m the only one who’s been here before.

      Mum and Dad are estate agents. It’s actually how they met. Bishop’s House has technically been for sale for years, but no one is buying and whoever the owner is doesn’t seem to care that much. When I was ten, Mum took me round while she checked the property over for security risks. That’s when the windows were all boarded up and gates put around the perimeter. It was even more spooky then, and I was convinced, so convinced, that I’d seen a ghost in one of the upstairs windows that I ran crying from the garden and stayed in the car until Mum was done.

      I always avoid looking directly at it whenever I walk past. At night, coming back from sneaking out, I go the long way to avoid being near it entirely. I still feel as if I’ll look up, even though the windows are now all boarded shut, and find a ghost staring back at me.

      “She’s a daydreamer,” my aunt Cherry said one Christmas. Mum had just finished shouting at me for not paying attention, and I was mortified, staring at the roast potatoes left on my plate. “She’s just like me.”

      This cheered me to no end in the same way it irritated Mum. I wasn’t really like Cherry. If anything, I was a mini-Mum. I’ve had the same hairstyle as her, the wispy, mousy bob and fringe, since I was about five, and it’s not changed now. She likes me to dress in younger versions of her same outfits too—sharply ironed shirts, all long sleeves and long skirts or smart trousers. I’m not even allowed to have my ears pierced.

      Cherry (not her real name either, which she decided was too boring for her) and Mum might be sisters, but that’s where the similarity ends. Cherry says she works freelance, in what I’m not sure because whenever I ask she changes the subject and Mum snorts derisively, but most importantly it means she can travel the world however much she wants. She’s always going off to or coming back from some grand destination. She’s been to every continent except Antarctica. She’s even been to Japan.

      “She’s nothing like you,” Mum had snapped. “She’s got her head screwed on right for a start. She’ll be off to university and in a proper job.”

      A proper job, a proper job. It’s all they care about, Mum and Dad. The rest of the family are the same. I’m girl wonder, I’m so smart, I’m going to do the best in this family, take us right to the top. Never mind what I want.

      But Cherry leaned her hand under the table and squeezed mine tight. You’re your own person, she mouthed, which is hard to trust when she’s not around. Without Cherry, my family is like old black-and-white films, and with her, the color bursts through and I’m not in Kansas anymore.

      “Wren?”

      I am suddenly lurched back into the present, to the front gates of Bishop’s House, to Crow and Starling and Cuckoo and Goldie staring at me.

      “Sorry,” I mumble. “Did you say something?”

      “I said,” Cuckoo says, “do you want to go first? Seeing as you know where you’re going.”

      I didn’t tell them, obviously, that I ran away in tears. “Um . . .”

      “And I said,” Goldie says, “don’t force her to do something she doesn’t want to do. I’ll go first.”

      Maybe it’s because I was thinking of Cherry, or Mum and Dad’s constant pressuring, or the fact even my friends don’t believe I’m capable, but I shake my head.

      “No,” I say, firmly. “Cuckoo’s right. I’ve been here before. I’ll lead the way.”

      We had an original plan for Prom Night. We’d prebooked transport in February, before the world shut everything down. It was a fantastic classic car to make us feel like duchesses. Cuckoo and Goldie couldn’t pay as much as the rest of us, but that was alright, we made up their share, though Crow was reluctant at first. I even had my dress already, dark blue and sleeveless and falling to the floor. I was going to have my hair and makeup professionally done. There was going to be a huge after-party, and then we’d have one of our own at Starling’s house, and it was going to be perfect.

      Instead I hitch up my combat trousers and scale the fence with a leg up from Starling. We’re getting better at this kind of thing already. When I jump down to the other side, my fingers are covered in webs that I brush urgently away on my thighs. I avoid the piercing gaze of the house and wait for the others to join me.

      Cuckoo is last, able enough to do a running leap and grab at the fence without someone there to help her. She heaves herself up and down with only a slight wince, but it vanishes as soon as she sees what’s ahead.

      “I can’t believe we’re here,” she whispers, as if someone might hear us. “Bishop’s House, oh my God. Do you think the stories about it being an asylum are true?”

      “Let’s hope not,” Starling says, but she’s as keen as Cuckoo. “This would be the perfect place to hide a body.”

      “Lovely,” Goldie says. “Glad you two are here to keep things light.”

      Nature has taken over every inch of the property, far more so than when I visited before. There isn’t much of the dirt path anymore, overgrown with patches of grass the length of our knees. Trees line the front gates, providing ample coverage from the view of the street. Trees gather toward the back too, six or seven of them, large oaks with gnarled and twisted bark. I wonder why so many are there, whether there was once a forest where we’re standing instead of someone’s home. The grounds surround the house both front and back, the only house in the area to have so much land, sectioned off when there wasn’t such a premium on space. It is large enough that after a few steps down the barely existent path, the road and the rest of the world become a distant memory, hidden from view, and instead the darkness increases, the silence ever louder. I look back at where we came from, but the path has curved slightly, and the entrance is no longer in view. If someone walked past the house now, they would have no idea we are here, not with all the trees and shrubbery and bushes and grass making their presence known.

      Nature always reclaims its land in the end.

      A little farther, and the house comes fully into view. The house itself is made of red brick, and has three floors, not counting the attic, which has its own large balcony. Grand stone steps used to lead to the front doors, but they’ve either crumbled away or had pieces taken from them, because they’re uneven and dirty and dented. The boarded windows make the place look worse than it is, dangerous instead of Gothic. I risk a glance upward at them, and there is no ghost waiting for me, to my immense relief. There is a huge chimney, which towers over everything else, and ivy snakes its way all the way up and around the walls. The whole house is covered with it, more green than red, more plant than brick. The front doors are also boarded up, so there is no chance of getting inside.

      “Challenge accepted,” Cuckoo says, staring at them too.

      “Cuckoo, you can’t be serious,” I hiss. “It’s enough that we’re out here. You’re not really suggesting we break in?”

      She turns to me, tossing her high ponytail. “Why not? No one lives here. It can be our place.”

      “She’s got a point,” Goldie says. “We’re not hurting anyone by taking a look inside.”

      “There might be all sorts of historical artifacts,” Crow concedes.

      “If I were a serial killer,” Starling murmurs, “this is definitely where I’d lure my victims.”

      “It’s okay, Wren,” Goldie says. She pats me on the shoulder, bracelet jingling. “There’s no one here. Just us.”

      “Us and our house,” Cuckoo says. She heads around the side of the building and then calls us over. “Hey! Check this out.”

      There is a small window, half the size of the others, which no one has bothered to board up. It looks out onto the ground level.

      “A basement of some kind,” Cuckoo says. “Did anyone bring a torch?” Starling produces one from her bag to Cuckoo’s delight. She shines the torch in through the glass, but the reflection makes it difficult to see. “We can get in through here.”

      Goldie is wearing a beanie; she takes it off and wraps it in her left hand. “Hold on. Everyone stand back.”

      She bends down, picking up a rock lying in the gravel, and uses it to smash the window open, then kicks any remaining jagged glass with her boot.

      “Be careful,” she warns. “But we’re in! Let’s go.”

      She enters the basement. And everyone else is really following her, one by one, into Bishop’s House. Its cellar, where who knows what lurks.

      My stomach churns.

      “Wren, come on!” Starling whispers.

      I am terrified, I want to stay rooted to the spot—but I move. With the same energy I took over the gate, I force myself to bend down and maneuver through the window and into Bishop’s House.

      Pitch-black darkness greets me.

      Someone grabs my arm. I scream.

      “Ooooooooo!” Cuckoo turns the torch back on, holding it under her chin. “I’m a ghoooooost!”

      My heart is practically bursting out of my chest, and all I want to do is run away, but I scowl instead. “Very funny.”

      “Well, I do try.” Cuckoo pokes her tongue out. “Still, it is a bit eerie.”

      A bit eerie is putting it lightly. There is a coldness down here, a stale scent of a place that hasn’t seen life in a long time. Cuckoo moves the torch beam around the cellar, and any moment I’m convinced someone is going to really jump out at us. Shadows flicker and dance, disturbed by the light, and dust hovers in the air. I half expect the floor to be coated in it, but it’s surprisingly dust-free, cobblestones that are clean and yet the color of ash. In the corner is an old kitchen counter, ripped from its proper place, and an old-fashioned candlestick, heavy brass, on top of it.

      I am here. Standing. Inside of Bishop’s House.

      Cherry would be proud of me.

      Mum and Dad would be horrified, and that’s perhaps even better.

      Maybe it’s not so bad. I look again, and it’s as if the cellar has morphed around me. Starling has another torch she flicks on, and with both powerful light beams, the place brightens, becomes more welcoming by the second. It is cold but not freezing, and with our breath and whispered excitement, the stale air is vanishing out of the broken window, fresh air coming in for the first time in what might be decades. There are no ghosts, no spiders, no bugs, no rats, or anything unpleasant. The walls are a faded peach color, an old painting of the countryside hanging at the far end, near the stone steps that lead up to the rest of the house. The longer I stand here, the longer it feels like Bishop’s House has taken a breath, free at last.

      The cellar is filled with old gardening tools. There are several shovels in a row against the back wall, and Goldie laughs.

      “There you go, Starling,” she says. “You can hide your body here after all.”
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      We return two nights later, and this time we are brave enough to venture beyond the basement. The stairs leading out of it are rickety, but they bounce with each step, as if encouraging us further, and the door to the ground floor opens easily. The house wants us inside it. It wants us to explore.

      We discover the front doors are not only boarded up on the outside but completely blocked on the inside, with boxes piled up in front of them. Most of them are taped shut, but the ones on top are wide open, revealing various trinkets inside, like old toys, a dusty lamp, an ancient alarm clock, and actual CDs. None of us recognize who the artists are, and it all looks so funny, like a time capsule from a bygone era. Even the toys are strange—a cuddly penguin and a few tiny race cars and a china doll with matted hair and a missing eye. The front hallway is amazing though, a wide-open space with a set of stairs right in the center leading to the upper floors, and doors leading to other rooms on both sides like a real mansion. The floor is that old varnished wood, and the banisters have carved, complicated designs, and the ceiling has that white plaster with patterns on it. The wallpaper has been ripped down, revealing the bare wall underneath, and Cuckoo grabs a marker pen from one of the boxes and draws five birds next to someone’s scribbles about a potential paint to use.

      “So we’re here forever,” she says. “This is our nest, right? This is ours.”

      We run all around the downstairs rooms like it’s a fun house and we’re the only guests. It’s incredible; this strange house that always looked a bit sinister is actually great. The living room has even more boxes and fancy velvet furniture and a huge fireplace. There’s an ordinary kitchen that feels comfortable and welcoming, and there’s even a library, empty shelves full of dust where rows of books used to be. There are a couple leftover, those posh leather-bound ones with titles no one has heard of. I picture myself in an armchair reading by the fire, an aristocrat like in Pride and Prejudice. I wish we really did live here, the five of us. That this was our home and we could do whatever we wanted all the time.

      “Guys! You have to see this!”

      Starling’s voice is coming from one of the side rooms toward the back of the house. I’m there first, and I have to laugh. She’s in a bathroom, complete with a golden toilet. It’s the most ridiculous and brilliant thing I’ve ever seen, especially with Starling standing next to it, arms outstretched, as if introducing her glamorous assistant. She steps one of her battered Converse trainers onto the lid for an even more dramatic pose.

      “A gold toilet!” she squeals. “Literally, what?”

      “Oh my God.” Cuckoo’s braying laugh comes from behind me. “That’s hilarious.”

      By the time Wren and Crow arrive, we are all in stitches.

      “I love it,” Starling says. “I want one in my house now.”

      “What kind of people do you think used to live here?” Crow asks, lowering the toilet lid and sitting on it. “Who installs a gold toilet?”

      “Maybe they were weirdly into going to the bathroom,” Starling says. “Obsessed. It was like a whole event for them.”

      “Maybe a celebrity lived here,” Wren suggests. “They always have weird decorations.”

      “As if!” Cuckoo laughs. “We’d know about it if a celebrity lived here.”

      “An artist then,” Wren says. “Some lone genius who insisted on decorating the place like this.”

      “Then why isn’t the rest of it covered in gold?”

      “They ran out of money,” Crow says, which makes me smile.

      It’s so bizarre I can’t help loving it. When I have my own fancy apartment, these are the kinds of things I’d want to put in. Golden loo, crystal chandelier, crazy wallpaper. The kind of place people would remember, loud and bright and everything Patricia’s dingy little flat isn’t.

      We gorge on these nights out together, over and over, and no matter how many times we do them, we are never satiated. There is always more, and I never feel sick.

      “I wonder why they left,” Wren says, shaking me from my thoughts. “And other parts of the house aren’t like this at all. Did they start decorating and then have to leave?”

      “I wonder where they are,” Starling murmurs. “They could have had to go, like something happened. Some deep, dark secret.”

      She’s always so dramatic. Too many documentaries. But it makes me think about the previous owners, why they’d leave so much stuff lying around. Maybe something really did happen. Who owns the house now? Is it still them? Or someone else? Why has it been allowed to stay like this?

      “If we lived here,” Cuckoo says, “there’d be a gold toilet in every room.”

      I laugh, and all thoughts of the previous owners, the ones who cared enough to install a golden toilet but not enough to take their things with them, are pushed away. We try to flush it, but there’s no water in the bowl. All of the mains must have been long disconnected.

      Later, we explore more of the garden. It’s big enough to fit dozens of houses, and it’s mad to think it’s been left to overgrow like this. We head to the medieval remnants of the bishop’s palace, which are a couple of mossy stones and not much else. Crow hoists her sleeve up to cover her hand and wipes away some of the moss along the side, revealing an ancient carving. Difficult to make out with parts of it chipped away or worn down, but it seems to be someone kneeling in prayer, the proportions all wrong, their head larger than everything else. There are patterns carved into the rock too. Maybe this used to be a pillar of some kind, part of the structure holding the palace up.

      “Do you think it misses what it once was?” Crow whispers.

      “You’re the one always waffling about the importance of change,” Cuckoo says. “I’m sure it’s delighted we’re here now, livening the place up again.”

      It is calm out here. Even though we’re only meters from the road, a sense of peace falls on Bishop’s House and its surrounding gardens as if we’re miles from anyone. Even if this were like normal times, and there were people out walking their dogs and chatting and cars speeding up and down the road, I feel like it would still be silent, like we’re in another world entirely. I press my hand on the cold stone.

      “There are some other grand houses the road over from this one,” Wren says. “They must have been built shortly after Bishop’s House, because they have the same kind of red brick, only they’re not quite as fancy, and they don’t have nearly as much space. Still big, huge gardens though. I bet they were inspired by here.”

      “I always thought you were scared of this place,” Starling says to her.

      Wren blinks at this. She definitely was scared that first time we arrived. Cuckoo was pushing for her to climb over the gate so I stepped in, but Wren surprised me by going first anyway. She flushes now, but she isn’t nervous. She smiles broadly at Starling.

      “Why would I ever be scared of somewhere so wonderful?” she asks. “I will show you those other houses. You’ll see what I mean.”

      Cuckoo exchanges a glance with me, as intrigued as I am by Wren’s sudden boldness. “Let’s go then.”

      They are grand, though nothing compared to Bishop’s House, just as Wren said. The road behind this one is another hill, and the houses are spread out all the way, never quite meeting each other on the opposite sides, like a diagonal zigzag. Wren doesn’t seem to realize that these houses somewhat resemble her own, which she’d never describe as grand. Alright, hers is semidetached, and the garden is nowhere near as big, but she lives a ten-minute walk away at most. This is her neighborhood. I remember the first time we all went to Cuckoo’s flat and Wren seemed utterly baffled by the idea Cuckoo had to share a room with her sister, that there weren’t enough bedrooms for everyone.

      One of the houses in particular stands out on this street. All of the original windows have been taken out, and instead the front is half brick, half glass, with one giant window showing off both floors of the house. Even from out on the street, with the driveway and front garden in the way, it would be easy to see inside if it were daytime. Instead, it’s night, and the blinds are closed, but it is an amazingly ugly piece of design, an affront to all the other houses on the street that have kept themselves uniform.

      “All money and no sense,” I say.

      “I haven’t shown you the best part,” Wren says. She takes us to the top of the road and around a corner, and there is a small alley that lines the back of the houses. Beyond that is a large park, the kind that doesn’t have teenagers getting up to no good in it, and instead probably has Yoga Saturdays and Fun Runs and organized picnics. It might even just be for the residents, as there’s a gate around it and no sign of how to get in. Some of them have back gates that lead out to this alley from their gardens, but most don’t, brick walls shielding their gardens from anyone who walks this way. They’re taller than us, but not by much. Wren stops at the back of one house that is similarly bricked up from view. “This is the back of that glass house,” she says. “I know because if you stand back enough, you can see they have the same terrible glass feature at the back of their house too.”

      “How do you know about this?” Cuckoo asks.

      “I take this alley walking to and from school.”

      I wouldn’t take any alleys near where I live, but that’s where we’re different.

      “Shall we take a peek of their garden?” I suggest.

      “They might have an alarm, or some kind of security light,” Starling says. “In fact, they almost certainly will.”

      “Just a peek. I won’t go in.”

      Cuckoo grins. “I’ll help you up.”

      She gives me a boost, and I place both hands on the top of the wall and pull myself up to sit on top of it. The garden is bigger than I expected, but before I can look at it properly, Starling’s warning comes true. The darkness suddenly bursts into light, shining practically directly on me.

      A security light.

      Shit.

      “Quick!” Cuckoo cries, but I don’t wait for her attempts to help me down. I jump straight off the wall and land with a thud on my feet. It’s an awkward landing, and my ankle twists painfully. “Run!”

      “Shit,” I say. “My ankle really hurts. I can’t.”

      The others have already taken off, but they stop at the sound of my voice.

      Whoever lives in that house will be coming out soon to investigate. The light bursting on like that, targeted at the wall. They must have loads of them for different spots in the garden. And it’s not like they’re right next door to anyone. They’ll know it was something.

      But as I limp toward the wall, pressing myself against it, I hear nothing. Just the soft tread of the others’ footsteps returning to me.

      “You can go, it’s fine,” I hiss. “We don’t all need to be caught.”

      “One for all and all for one,” Cuckoo says. “We don’t leave anyone behind.”

      “I don’t think anyone is coming,” Wren says. “I can’t hear anyone.”

      It’s true. There’s no sound of a back door opening. And after a minute, when Cuckoo is the only one brave enough, she gets Starling to hitch her up and tells us none of the lights are on inside the house.

      “Maybe they thought it was a cat,” Crow says.

      “Or maybe they’re not here,” Wren whispers. “Maybe they’re one of those people who have gone away to a second home.”

      Another empty home.

      Another tempting thought.

      “We don’t know that,” Crow says. “They could just be deep sleepers.”

      “Then let’s put it to the test,” Cuckoo says. “Wren, pass me that little stone on the ground there, would you?”

      “Cuckoo . . .” Crow sighs.

      “It’s an experiment. Scientific. You should like that, Crow.”

      She takes the stone and throws it over the wall into the garden. Instantly, the security lights come on, more of them, so bright they light us up in the alley too. The stone lands with a clatter, and then Cuckoo ducks her head down.

      We wait.

      And there is nothing again.

      They are not home.

      Which means they likely won’t be home for some time.

      “Interesting,” Cuckoo says.

      My ankle feels better already.
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      I am no longer afraid of Bishop’s House.

      I am no longer afraid in general, it seems! The routine of leaving home is easy now. I don’t worry that Mum or Dad will wake up anymore, and I’m able to walk down the alley at the back of the house without fearing someone behind me. Bishop’s House is not an unpleasant silhouette on the horizon to be avoided, but our usual destination.

      Even Crow can’t bother me tonight. She’s in her usual outfit, dark hair even more of a blanket around her face. She’s gone to the effort of painting her nails black. When we enter the hallway from the basement, she frowns, staring about the place like it’s her first time here.

      “What’s up?” Goldie says, noticing her expression too.

      “It’s just . . .” She points to one of the chairs that sit near the staircase, a group of three of them, two stacked together. “Weren’t all three of those chairs stacked together before? Hasn’t one been moved?”

      The others stare as blankly as me at them. I don’t remember that. But then, I wasn’t really looking at them very closely.

      “No one else comes here,” Starling says. “You’re remembering wrong.”

      “Right.” Crow nods, though she doesn’t seem convinced. “That has to be it.”

      I am not scared or bothered by things because tonight we venture upstairs and I am excited. I am expecting them to creak, make some kind of announcement that we are venturing farther than before, but they are silent, only the gentle thudding of our footsteps audible. When we reach the landing, straight ahead is a small stained glass window, boarded up on the outside, but Starling shines her torch at it, and we see the green-leaves-and-red-flower pattern and a cobweb in the lower left corner. Beneath the window is a cabinet, doors ajar, and on top are two china cats, white with dark flowers painted on them, and a blank photo frame. Crow bends down to investigate the cabinet, which is filled with, bizarrely, china teacups with Peter Rabbit on them.

      “My mum loves Peter Rabbit,” Starling whispers.

      You should take one for her, I think, but I don’t say it. That would be a stupid idea.

      We walk into a bedroom, which was clearly once for a child. There is wallpaper with fairies on it, a small wardrobe, and several toys scattered about. Goldie opens the wardrobe, and it has dresses, shirts, and trousers inside, but all adult-sized, which confuses us.

      “Storage, I guess?” Cuckoo says, but the image is unsettling, so we quickly move on.

      Another room is entirely empty, walls with cracks and carpet torn up. It feels as though something has been ripped from this space. The windowsill is thick with webs. But as we turn to leave, there is a velvet jacket hanging on the back of the door. It’s remarkably red and bright and looks almost brand-new.

      “Do you think we’ll find another golden toilet up here?” Cuckoo asks. “Let’s go searching for one.”

      “I’m going to look in more of the bedrooms,” Goldie says. “This place is huge.”

      Starling and Crow follow Cuckoo; I follow Goldie. We break off into opposite ends of the hallway, the various doors leading to who knows what. Resting against the wall is a stringless guitar, battered looking. There are stickers across it, but they’re rubbed down and faded and difficult to make out. Goldie and I enter a room toward the end of the corridor.

      It’s the smallest room we’ve been in so far, apart from the bathroom. A box room, Mum and Dad would call it. There is a circular table with a bowl of seashells in the center, and underneath a toy rabbit.

      “What a weird room,” Goldie says. She’s focused on the seashells.

      The discarded bunny makes me feel sad. I can’t leave it on the floor, upturned and forgotten. I pick it up, resist the urge to hug it into my chest, and put it carefully on the cabinet.

      Goldie smiles. “You’re such a softie, Wren.”

      “Did you have a toy like this as a kid?” I ask, then regret the question as soon as it’s out my mouth.

      Goldie’s face clouds for a moment; then her smile returns. “Still do. He’s a teddy bear. He has a little pink bowtie, and nowadays he’s looking a little worse for wear, but he’s—he was a gift from my parents when I was born.”

      “I had a bear too,” I say. “All of my toys are still in boxes under my bed. I don’t have the heart to get rid of them.”

      “Like they’re real, with feelings,” she says.

      “Exactly.” I stroke the bunny, feel its rough material, and wonder whether to take him home. Did he have a name once? Did a child leave him behind?

      The others burst into laughter at something out in the hall. Goldie turns to the open doorway. “We should go join them. We’re obviously missing out.”

      I leave the bunny behind. Cuckoo is trying on an old-fashioned hat, huge and purple with netting covering her face, and considering how tiny she is, it really overwhelms her. She does look funny, but it’s even better when a spider decides to suddenly crawl down her forehead and she tears the hat off with a scream, brushing the spider off and jumping away as it runs along the corridor, eventually disappearing into the shadows. Starling is just as terrified, pinning herself to the wall to try and avoid it, but Crow is oddly calm. She gives us a grin when we appear.

      “Did you see that?” She chuckles. “Cuckoo and Starling being total babies when it comes to spiders.”

      “I hate them too,” Goldie says with a shudder. “I would have died if that crawled on my face!”

      “Let that be a lesson,” Cuckoo says. “No trying on the clothes!”

      The hat is left on the floor, none of us keen to pick it up again. We carry on with our exploration, sticking together this time. There is a loft, one of those squares on the ceiling with a hatch that can be pulled down. Something about this place means we take it in stages, never too much in one go, so we ignore it for now. I can’t help glancing up at it as we walk past though. It is calling out to me almost. If I believed in things like that, I’d say something important was up there, but I’ve run away from here once before, and I’m determined not to do the same again. I’m not scared anymore. This is meant to be fun.

      The door at the end of the hallway is wedged shut. Goldie and Cuckoo try their best, shoving it with their hands and turning the doorknob, but it doesn’t budge.

      “What do you reckon is inside?” Crow asks.

      “It could be anything,” Starling says. “Maybe it’s where the previous owners kept a safe filled with a million pounds.”

      “It is weird it’s the only locked door,” Cuckoo says.

      Goldie tries the handle one more time. “Maybe it’s not locked, there’s just a load of stuff piled up on the other side.”

      “How would they get out then?” I ask.

      “Secret entrance!” Starling squeals. “Imagine, some kind of mystery door or staircase. If we take one of those leftover books off the shelves downstairs, they could reveal all sorts.”

      “This place is wild,” Cuckoo says. “I love it. Don’t you?”

      Yes. I can’t believe I agree with her, but I do. Bishop’s House is weird and wonderful and magical. It has become the place we retreat to each time we sneak out. Somehow, this has become a safe space, a fact I never imagined.

      We pile into one of the bedrooms and collapse onto the double bed. It has been covered over with a large sheet, but dust still springs into the air as we land on the mattress. There are still two pillows at the top, which Goldie and Cuckoo rest their heads on, lying back and staring at the ceiling. I stretch out at the bottom and do the same, taking in the hairline cracks and peeling paint. There is no mold, which surprises me. Do big, empty houses get mold, or does mold need life to grow? I think of Cuckoo’s flat, which has mold in the bathroom and above the windows in the bedroom she shares with her sister. There’s the stubborn patch in Goldie’s room too, black and festering and persistent no matter how many times she rubs it away or sprays it with chemicals. Her window is blocked by Patricia’s desk, so she isn’t able to open it for fresh air. But fresh air doesn’t exist in Bishop’s House either; the windows are boarded shut and we can taste the staleness. Perhaps it’s the luck of the draw. Starling bunches up next to me, while Crow squeezes herself between Goldie and Cuckoo. We’re a tangle of limbs, crossing over each other, but it doesn’t matter.

      “When Crow becomes a bestselling author and Goldie becomes a supermodel, they can buy this place for us,” Cuckoo says. “Then we can each have a room, and we can do whatever we want.”

      “I’ll be traveling the world too,” Starling says. “World-class journalists are busy, globe-trotting people, obviously.”

      “Obviously.”

      And I’ll be in Japan.

      We lie in silence with this image for a while, the five of us living here. Being successful adults. The idea still feels so far away, like we haven’t really left school for good. That university isn’t waiting for us. Cambridge for me. My stomach twists again, far more unpleasantly.

      A thud from downstairs interrupts our peace, making not only me jump but Starling beside me.

      Crow sits up, frowning. “Did you all hear that?”

      “The wind,” Goldie mutters, unbothered.

      “There is no wind,” Crow points out. “Everything is boarded up.”

      “Well.” But now Goldie sits up too. “Something must have dropped then.”

      “Or someone is here,” Starling whispers, and she is winding us up, I know that, but my heart still bursts into rapid-fire, squeezing my chest and making me bite my lip hard. What if Crow was right about the chairs?

      “For God’s sake,” Goldie snaps. “No one else is here.”

      “Should we check?” Cuckoo asks. She twists her body, leans up on her elbow.

      “That’s exactly what a horror film would want us to do,” Starling says.

      “We’ll all check, and we can see quite comfortably there’s nothing wrong.” Goldie hops off the bed, brushing dust from her clothes, and snaps her fingers. “Come on. All of us. Wren, don’t look so worried.”

      “I’m not worried,” I insist, though I take my time getting off the bed, waiting until I am the last one. “Any noise is a bit scary, that’s all.”

      “I’m here to prove it’s not scary in the slightest.”

      Goldie leads us downstairs to where we think the source of the noise is. The room directly beneath the bedroom we were in is an old dining room. Chairs are stacked in a row in the corner, and there is still a long table in the center, covered in various objects. Behind the table, the marble fireplace gives us our answer.

      At the bottom, where wood once burned, is a bird’s nest. It must have fallen down the chimney.

      There are four eggs that have hatched, a few feathers left behind. And an egg that never hatched at all.

      Goldie is triumphant. “See. I told you it’d be nothing.”

      “The chimneys aren’t blocked up then?” Crow says doubtfully.

      “I guess not.”

      “Will this egg hatch?” Crow asks, kneeling down to study it.

      Cuckoo shakes her head. “Not if the others already have. It probably didn’t have a chick in there to begin with.”

      “Or the chick couldn’t make it,” Starling says, earning her a frown from Goldie.

      “What about the fledglings?” Crow persists. “Where are they now?”

      “Off living happy lives,” Goldie says. “They’ve long since flown out of here. They could be grown up by now. For all we know, this nest is decades old.”

      Crow nods, but she is still looking at the unhatched egg. As if, now that it has finally been noticed, it might spring to life at last.

      Nothing happens.

      I feel an itch on the back of my neck, like someone is watching me, but when I turn, there is, of course, no one there.
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      There was once a serial killer who chose his victims based on whether their front door was unlocked. He took it as an invitation, he said, that they hadn’t locked their door. He came on in, welcomed in his own mind, and murdered the occupants inside. Ever since then, I have crept downstairs when everyone else has gone to bed and checked our front door, pulling it to make double sure. I check the back door too.

      The front door at Bishop’s House was boarded up. There was no stronger signal: Go away, you are not welcome here.

      And yet, when we arrive tonight, Bishop’s House tells us a different message entirely.

      Wren spots it first. The rest of us are distracted, and I’m leading the conversation with a dumb story about my parents when Wren makes a gasping sound. She flushes, which she often does anyway, but her terrified eyes are even worse than usual. She opens her mouth and whispers something indistinct.

      “What?” Cuckoo says. “What’s wrong?”

      “The front door,” Wren whispers.

      We have come up from the basement, which comes out from under the stairs. We are facing each other, rather than toward the rest of the house, but now we all turn, in unison, to look at the door ahead.

      The boxes that were piled in front of it are gone, vanished from the hall completely. A lone toy remains on the floor, fallen to freedom before its friends were moved. The floorboards show where the boxes once were, clean squares surrounded by borders of dust. And the door itself, which used to be boarded up, warding off all intruders and serial killers, is exposed. The boards used to block it are gone too. It is a beautiful door, faded olive green with a silver letter box and plenty of complicated locks and chains, though none of them are in use. I am tempted, wildly, to use them all now, lock us in safely, but the hairs that stand up on my arms tell me I am already too late.

      Someone has been here.

      I think of Crow before, mentioning the chairs. I look around for them, and they’re still here: three chairs, two stacked together. But had they really started as three stacked together? What else has changed? Who has come into our house?

      “Oh my God,” Goldie says. “Someone really has come in. They’ve unboarded the front door.”

      “Was it not boarded up outside either?” Cuckoo asks. “Did anyone notice?”

      But we didn’t notice. We’re so used to our routine now: jump over the gate, walk along the overgrown path, sneak around the back to our broken window, and get inside via the cellar. We don’t even look at the front of the house, don’t think to check on things. This has been our space, and it’s like someone has thrown cold water over us.

      My heart is thudding.

      “What if it’s the owners of the house?” Crow says. “What if they’re back?”

      What if it’s some horrible serial killer intent on making us his next victims? What if he’s been watching us sneaking in here and thought it was the perfect opportunity?

      Because it would be, wouldn’t it? Five teenage girls, no one knows they’re out, no one else is out . . .

      My heart is practically hammering out of my chest when Cuckoo says, “If it was the owners of Bishop’s House, why aren’t they here?”

      “How do you know someone isn’t here right now?” Wren hisses, aghast.

      This stumps Cuckoo, who stares at her, openmouthed.

      “Hello?” Goldie shouts, startling us all. “Is there anyone there? Hello?”

      “Jesus, Goldie!” Crow says. “What are you doing?”

      “Finding out if we’re alone,” she says. “It’s not like we have time to get out of here if we’re not. Hello?”

      Thankfully, mercifully for my heart, there is no response.

      “Alright, they’re not here now,” I say, “but someone was here. So what the hell do we do?”

      “If they don’t come here at night . . .” Cuckoo folds her arms across her dark tracksuit. “We can carry on.”

      “We can’t,” Crow says. “This is too risky now. You know it. You’re not stupid, Cuckoo. None of us are stupid.”

      “But . . .”

      She knows. She visibly slumps.

      Behind her is her drawing on the wall. The five of us, in our nest.
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      For the first time in ages, we don’t go to Bishop’s House. It feels wrong that someone else has been there. Moved things around during the day. It’s crazy, but it’s almost as if we’d forgotten the daytime exists. That people still do things then. That everything isn’t nocturnal. Especially at my house, when Mum sleeps in late and watches television all the time, and then still manages to go to bed early, claiming she’s exhausted. From what, I have no idea.

      We can’t go back. It is too dangerous.

      But we can’t lose what we’ve become. What we’re doing. There’s no question: we still have to go out. Meet in the dark.

      So instead we find ourselves a short distance away, back behind the glass house, gathered on the path next to the gated park. In our black clothes, and me with my black nails. It’s warm, but the heatwave of when we first started doing this has long abated.

      This is exactly where I’d like to live. Quiet, peaceful, secure. Where the people wear expensive clothes and expensive accessories and there is an air of wealth to them. Success. They’ve made it, and if you’re here, that means you have too. They have worked hard their whole lives to exist somewhere like this.

      Although it does confuse me when some people work extremely hard and still can’t afford houses like this.

      Cuckoo tests the security light of the glass house again with another stone, and sure enough, it comes on as blinding as ever. But just like before, there is no response from the house. It remains dark, and the occupants, if they are in there, refuse to be disturbed.

      “Then we’re doing it,” Cuckoo says. “We’re going over.”

      My old self still has some fight in her, hesitant while the others chatter excitedly about how we’re going to get over the wall. “What if they’re inside? And they’re just really deep sleepers?”

      “I bet they fucked off to the country when lockdown began,” Goldie says.

      “Goldie’s right,” Cuckoo says. She almost always wears the same outfit, I’ve noticed. There are the same stains on the thigh or on the chest that don’t seem to go away. But I don’t say anything. “These kinds of people—they have second homes. Somewhere deep in the countryside or abroad where they can escape and pretend the world isn’t changing around them. They’re gone.”

      “But what if they are here?”

      “Then we’ll give them a right scare!” Goldie replies.

      “Maybe more,” Cuckoo whispers.

      “What if they have cameras?” I persist. “Or a big, scary dog, or⁠—”

      “Or what if there’s a lion behind the bars, and that’s why they’re there?” Goldie interrupts. There is a steeliness to her. “What if we jump over the gate, trip, and break a leg? Anything could happen, and I hope it does.”

      “But . . .”

      I hate my need for control. Even sitting in the passenger seat of a car, I find my feet pressing down in the footwell, anticipating the brake before the driver, fear thumping in my heart when it doesn’t come. I’ve never been on a plane, but I imagine it’s a million times worse, at the mercy of two strangers and with no escape.

      “They’re not here,” Goldie says. “There probably will be more security lights in the garden, but it’s not like there are any neighbors close by to spot them in that short space of time. And there are no cameras from what I can see.”

      “There might be an alarm though,” Starling warns. “These fancy places always have them.”

      Cuckoo shrugs. “Then we leave the house alone and just explore their garden.” Her voice drops low. “I think we can handle this.”

      She doesn’t wait for a response, hitching herself up onto the wall and then making a leap down over it. We hear a soft thud, confirmation she has landed.

      “No cameras here,” she calls. “Happy, Crow? You guys have got to see this place, holy shit.”

      Goldie is next over the wall. Starling follows, surprisingly agile, helped by Wren.

      “Are you going?” Wren asks me. “I won’t if you . . . I mean, if you don’t want to, we can stay here. Or go home.”

      Is that what I want? Every detail of my life has been planned to precision. I go to school, I work hard, I get my results, I go to university, I become a successful author. But I didn’t plan for a lockdown. I didn’t plan to sneak out. If I don’t go over the gate, I know what happens. Wren and I will make awkward small talk, we’ll walk home, and the others will carry on without us and have an amazing night. Experiences forming without us.

      I can make this part of the plan.

      “We’re going,” I tell Wren. I don’t say, “What’s the worst that can happen?” because my brain will begin listing each and every possibility, relishing in informing me of the possibilities.

      “I collect gnomes,” she replies.

      I am heaving myself onto the wall at this point, but her words make me stop. “What?”

      Wren is wearing an oversized hoodie, her face half obscured by it, so I can’t tell if she’s winding me up. “I collect gnomes.”

      “As in garden gnomes?”

      “Yeah. I think they’re cute.”

      “And you’re telling me this why?”

      “To make you laugh,” she says. “To distract you from worrying about this.”

      “Gnomes,” I say, and I do laugh. “Got it.”

      I make the jump over the gate, eyes squeezed shut, and land on soft, dewy grass. Wren is close behind me. The garden is huge, bigger than my flat. This bottom end is mainly grass and wildflowers and the hedge, but leading onward are decked pathways. It’s exactly the kind of garden put in a magazine, as if we’ve created some indulgent display of wealth from our own heads and plastered it in front of us. There’s even a fountain, for God’s sake, though the water has been switched off and what remains lies stagnant and somewhat green. Next to it are a row of gnomes, and I nudge Wren to make sure she sees them. The house is predictably enormous, looming in the distance. Someone could be in there watching us lark about and we’d have no idea.

      “They have a hammock,” Cuckoo says. “Oh my God. I’ve always wanted to try one. Check me out!”

      She leaps into it, the entire thing spinning and sending her catapulting to the ground. It takes her several attempts, in between fits of giggles, before she can master it, and then she strikes an exaggerated pose, hand across her forehead, the other behind her head, eyes closed, ankles crossed. Goldie and Starling are on the fancy deck loungers, while I can’t help investigating the outhouse. The door is unlocked, opening easily, revealing a home gym.

      “Guys, look at this!” I call.

      Everyone is behind me in seconds.

      “I’d be so fit if I had this,” Goldie says. “It’s not fair. Hey, do you reckon we can have a go?”

      I glance back at the house, still dark and undisturbed. Resolve finally kicks in. “Yes.”

      Goldie heads straight for the treadmill, switching it on at the wall and deciding on a setting. Sure enough, it begins working, and she’s walking at a steady pace. Starling picks up a weight; Cuckoo does a few pulls on the rower.

      There’s no alarm. No shout from the house.

      Maybe they really aren’t here. Like Cuckoo said, they ran for their second home when lockdown hit.

      These people have no idea what the real world is.

      I look around for Wren, who hasn’t joined us in the gym, and find her next to the gnomes. She’s putting one in her hoodie pocket.

      A loud bang distracts me; I turn and see Cuckoo fumbling with a couple of dumbbells. She lifts up the lightest with relative ease, raises an eyebrow at me when she catches me staring, and jerks her head toward the television sitting high on the wall.

      “Watch this,” she says, and throws the dumbbell into the screen.

      There is an amazing thunk sound, and then the screen cracks like a web, the dumbbell clattering to the floor.

      “Holy shit,” Starling says.

      I think of these people, sitting right now in their other fancy house, probably one of many, so secure and privileged they can abandon this place for months on end.

      “Vigilantes, baby,” Cuckoo whispers.

      It’s all the permission we need.

      Soon we’re all grabbing dumbbells, smashing inspirational paintings off the walls, breaking the docking station and the game consoles, destroying the gym equipment. Anything too heavy to ruin completely we smash parts off of, and when we’re done, the gym is in a state of chaos. For good measure, Goldie and Cuckoo break the windows that give a brief glimpse inside the studio, and we leave the door open so it is exposed to the elements.

      Wren is still in the garden, though no longer next to the gnomes. She must have heard our racket because she’s committing her own act of damage, ripping up the carefully laid flower beds and stamping all over them. She takes handfuls of earth and throws them at the sliding doors to the house, but Starling grabs her and warns that there is an alarm system nestled underneath the overhanging lead roof tiles and not to risk triggering it.

      It doesn’t matter that we can’t go in. The garden is plenty big enough and full of enough things to make our presence known. To make sure when they come back that they know someone was here and deliberately messed with them.

      There is an immense satisfaction in turning the beautiful ugly.
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      “Young lady, I am sick to death of you lazing around in bed. Get up!”

      Mum’s shrill voice jolts me out of sleep, a dreamless rest after everything that happened the night before. I have no idea what time it is, but my eyes open blearily just in time to see her flinging open the curtains, letting sunshine burst into the room. I wince and hide under the covers, but Mum throws those off me too. She is in one of her power suits for work, her favorite pinstriped blue one, and she has a full face of makeup on too, which is rare nowadays when most of her job is sitting at the dining table answering emails or being on Zoom calls. Her features are sharp, pointy nose and elbows like she resembles a bird too. A hawk of some kind, perhaps. Certainly a predator.

      “What time is it?” I mumble, holding my arm across my face to shield from the sun and squinting at her from underneath.

      “It’s almost two o’clock. In the afternoon. I am heading out in a minute to meet with a prospective buyer, and I nearly left you alone. Nearly said to myself, ‘She’ll be up when I am back. She’ll have done some chores and not wasted the day.’ But I couldn’t do it. Because I know if I left you to rot in bed, you’d still be here, whether it’s two o’clock or five o’clock or ten o’clock. Now get up!”

      I sit up in bed, run my fingers through my hair. “I’m sorry, Mum. I’ll do my chores.” I am about to say more when I see behind her, sitting on my desk chair, which is only half turned away and easily visible, the gnome I stole from the garden last night.

      It is bigger than I remember, at least ten centimeters high, thanks to its long, pointy blue hat. It is wearing red dungarees and has a bright white beard and a smile on its ruddy face. It is so obvious, sitting there, that this doesn’t belong, and I am terrified Mum is going to turn at any minute and see it and the game will be up.

      Why did I even take it? I lied to Crow. I don’t collect gnomes. I made it up on the spot to try and impress her or make her laugh, and then when I saw the gnomes in that garden I had to steal one to keep up with the ruse.

      But then why did we do any of what we did last night? Perhaps there was a rage underpinning it, that Bishop’s House has been intruded upon and we can’t control it. Just like so much else right now. And this person with their perfect house and perfect garden that they weren’t even using—it was too tempting, even for me. I couldn’t help it. There is something electric when it’s the five of us, a force I can’t explain. There are things I do with them that I would never do alone. It almost felt like the house was egging us on, wanting us to destroy somewhere else when we couldn’t have our own space. It felt right. I don’t wake up today with any regrets, only with the fear of being found out.

      I make sure my gaze is back on Mum, keep my eyes focused. Thankfully, she is too busy scowling at me to look around the room properly.

      What about me? What am I wearing? Did I remember to change into my pajamas before collapsing into bed last night? No, she would have reacted if I was in outdoor clothes. But still, I can’t resist glancing down to make sure, exhaling in relief when I spy my Winnie-the-Pooh pajama top and the beginnings of my matching pajama shorts beneath the quilt. I run my fingers through my hair again, taking my time, making sure it is loose and not tied up in anything complicated that would have been difficult to sleep in if I wasn’t exhausted. Am I still wearing makeup? Probably . . . I can’t remember washing my face last night. But that can be explained. I was experimenting last night and forgot to wash it off. I’m fine. As long as Mum doesn’t spot that gnome, I have nothing to worry about.

      “You’re meeting a potential buyer, you mentioned?” I say so that she keeps her eyes on me. I get out of bed and immediately start making it, knowing that’s what she would want.

      She folds her arms, then seems to remember that might crease her suit and unfolds them again, tugging to straighten each sleeve. “You’ll never believe it.” She’s smug, keen, and I realize this is why she’s really come in. She wants to brag about something, and Dad won’t give her the correct reaction beyond a grunt of approval.

      “What won’t I believe?”

      “I’m finally selling it. Bishop’s House. I’m showing the buyers around today, but I’ve already shown them the place via FaceTime, and they’re very keen. They’re going to be putting in an offer for sure.”

      My entire body turns cold.

      The person who has been inside Bishop’s House and changed things around . . . it’s my mother.

      Of course. She has a key. She has the place on her property portfolio.

      But I never thought she’d actually sell it. Especially not now, during all this turmoil. Who could possibly want to buy a place like that at a time like this?

      “Don’t look too stunned,” Mum says. “Your mother is one of the best in the business.”

      “This buyer . . . wants Bishop’s House?” I whisper.

      “Well, not the house exactly.” Mum waves her hand dismissively. “The land it sits on. They’ll bulldoze it, get planning permission for a set of flats.”

      “What?” I say. I can’t hide my surprise or my horror. “They’re going to destroy it? They can’t do that! Isn’t it, like, a protected historical building or something?”

      “Why are you so interested all of a sudden? I thought you hated that place.”

      “No! I don’t . . . I . . .” I can’t act so invested. What’s the matter with me? “I mean, I do. I just thought there were rules about that kind of thing. It’s been here forever.”

      “Well, they’ll have to keep the medieval ruins, I’m sure, but the rest can go.”

      This can’t happen. It can’t.

      Who is this person? How dare they?

      “Do the vacuuming and some studying while I’m out,” Mum says. “I’ll be back in a few hours. You’re going to Cambridge in the autumn, and you need to make sure you’re prepared. You can’t just do nothing because exams aren’t happening.”

      “Yes, Mum.”

      As soon as she leaves the room, I’m up, throwing on some jeans and a top. I won’t have time to shower. She’ll be driving to Bishop’s House, no doubt, even though it’s only a short walk away. I quickly wash my face, dab some lip gloss on, brush my hair, and wait for the sound of Mum calling out goodbye before the sound of the front door slams. I grab the gnome and shove it in my wardrobe, then put my shoes on and head downstairs.

      Dad is at his computer, answering emails. His glasses are perched on the end of his nose, and he pushes them back up when he sees me. “Your mother got you up, I see.”

      “Yes.” She’ll kill me for going out, but if I can get back in time before she does, I might just be able to get away with it. “I’m going out for some fresh air. When I get back, I’ll do the vacuuming and some studying, promise.”

      “Make it quick,” he says. “No more than half an hour, alright?”

      “Alright. Thanks, Dad.”

      I debate whether to bring my phone, knowing Starling would throw a fit at one of us being linked to Bishop’s House. In the end, I leave it switched off in the pocket of my jacket and head out with it just in case.

      It feels bizarre, being out in the daytime. I almost wish I’d brought sunglasses to shield my eyes. I’ve spent some afternoons in the garden here and there, but since school shut, I haven’t actually been outside unless it’s night. It feels strange now, like this is the wrong way round. Without the dark as an almost cover, I feel oddly exposed as I walk down the road. There are people out and about, cars driving, and it seems the world has moved on somewhat from the very beginning of lockdown. There is more freedom, though it’s not quite normal yet. I have my mask fastened around my face, and everyone else, bar one man walking his dog, is masked up too. I wave at one of the neighbors, who nods at me, and then I turn the corner at the end of the street and walk along in peace.

      I don’t really know what I’m doing. But I have to see them, this person buying Bishop’s House. It’s an urge that powers me along, turns my walking pace into a jog in case I miss them. But I am in luck: I arrive at the bottom of the hill that leads to Bishop’s House and see Mum’s car parked in front of it, herself waiting by the gate with a briefcase. She’s checking her lipstick in her wing mirror.

      I cross to the other side of the road and hide behind a different parked car while she’s not looking. She’s checking her watch now, impatiently. Are the buyers late? Are they not going to show up and the sale is off?

      But no. I hear another car coming up the road, flashy and expensive, and it pulls up right next to Mum’s. A couple get out, a man and a woman, and there’s a great display of hand-shaking and cheek-kissing and excitable comments about Bishop’s House.

      The woman is even taller than my mother, maybe the same height as Goldie. No mask. Model tall. Attractive like one too, in an ephemeral way, the light catching her face in some moments and making her beautiful and in others cold. Her hair is almost silver it’s so blonde, and brushes her shoulders in waves. She keeps tossing her head this way and that, making it bounce. She’s wearing silk trousers and a matching blouse in vibrant colors, and when she smiles at Mum, I feel wrong-footed, like this kind woman couldn’t possibly be buying and destroying Bishop’s House. No, it has to be her partner.

      Boyfriend? Husband? He wraps a protective arm around her shoulder, and I spy a wedding ring on his finger. Husband then. He towers over everyone, and he’s the one leading the conversation, his loud, braying voice audible even from across the road. Even in side profile, there’s something familiar about him. He’s not wearing a mask either. I frown, squinting to try and study him closer, and suddenly he turns, checking something with their car, and I get a full view of him.

      That lopsided smile, teeth sharp as a shark’s.

      I know exactly where I’ve seen him before.

      “Hugo Fletcher,” I whisper.

      The man who killed Cuckoo’s mother.
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      “This can’t be happening. Not him. Anyone but him.”

      We are gathered in the park. Sitting cross-legged in a circle, our attention is on Cuckoo, who is so angry her entire face is red. She has released her hair from its usual high ponytail, raking her fingers through it instead. When Wren messaged us all earlier and told us it was urgent that we meet tonight, we didn’t expect this. She is quiet now, knees hugged into her chest, but there is no mistaking what she told us. She saw him clear as day. Hugo Fletcher is the person buying Bishop’s House.

      Hugo Fletcher is, on first glance, not who you would expect to be a killer. He is good-looking in a preppy sort of way. Carefully styled dark blond hair, defined jaw, truly green eyes. He is six feet five and broad shouldered, and he used to play basketball for his university. He went to some fancy private school just outside of Bristol, then PPE at Oxford, then came back to work for his father, who is “well-connected,” whatever that means.

      At the time he killed Cuckoo’s mother, he was twenty-four years old. He had nine points on his license, had previously been let off for speeding, had another drink driving charge curiously dropped. He was four times over the legal alcohol limit and five minutes previously had swerved to avoid someone else, driving all over the roads. He also had cocaine in his system, according to the rumors, but that somehow disappeared from the record, and police denied that was ever the case.

      Cuckoo’s mother wasn’t wearing reflective gear. She didn’t observe her surroundings well enough. She was distracted by having too much weight on her bike, and that meant it wasn’t cycling correctly (a shopping bag attached to the handlebar). These were marks against her, which I didn’t realize happened to victims until after her death, the weighing of their actions against a scale they didn’t know was measuring them.

      Cuckoo’s dad campaigned for justice. Their whole estate did.

      But there was no point in ruining two lives, the judge said, for what was ultimately an accident. Hugo pled guilty to a lesser charge, citing extenuating circumstances, and received a four-year driving ban and a two-year suspended sentence. He didn’t go to prison; he walked free in his Armani suit with the same confident smile he had going in. There was no trial, no chance for Cuckoo or her dad to speak. It was all treated as a formality. Hugo got married six months later, and life went on for him, unspoiled.

      “He’s really going to buy it?” Starling says.

      Wren nods. “Mum came home later with a big grin on her face and said they were making an offer. It’s happening.”

      “Fuck!” Cuckoo punches the ground. “I can’t believe this.”

      “It’s not fair,” I say. “And he’s going to turn it into flats? It’s disgusting.”

      “He’s disgusting,” Cuckoo hisses.

      I want to hug her, tell her it’s okay to let it all out, but she’ll push me away. Cuckoo is angry first, any other emotion second.

      “What do we do?” Wren asks.

      “There’s nothing we can do,” Crow says.

      “No.” Cuckoo is so quiet I think only I hear her, sitting right next to her. She balls her hands into fists, staring down at them.

      “Cuckoo?” I say.

      “I know where Hugo Fletcher lives,” she says.

      She says it so casually I am certain I’ve misheard her, but the shocked faces of everyone else around me assure me that isn’t the case.

      “How do you know where he lives?” Wren asks.

      “His wife posts on TikTok,” Cuckoo says. “It was obvious to figure out where they were from it. She isn’t discreet.”

      “Have you ever been to his house?” Crow says.

      “Many times. He goes out running almost every night. I’ve followed him before.”

      “Jesus,” I say. “Has he ever spotted you?”

      “I’m very careful.”

      “Wow,” Starling whispers.

      “He still drinks. Even after releasing that pathetic statement that he’d seek help. He hasn’t. He doesn’t care. He’ll kill again. And he’ll get away with it again. Men like him always do. He’ll bulldoze Bishop’s House, kill some more innocent people, and laugh all the way to the bank.”

      Hugo Fletcher.

      I look at Cuckoo, watch the way she grips her hands together so hard her knuckles turn white. But she is defiant, unashamed. I know what she wants.

      “I have an idea,” I say. “Maybe there is something we can do.”

      Gorge, gorge, gorge. We can’t get enough.

      “Let’s come with you,” I say. “We’ll all follow him.”
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      There are some serial killers who take their time selecting a victim. They stake a property out, learn the movements of the people inside, carefully note the comings and goings, the routine their poor victim has no idea is being mapped inside a murderer’s mind. Routines are so easy to fall into. Even us, heading out almost every night. We think this is new and scary, and it is—but it’s also become our pattern. I wear the same scuffed black boots, the same washed-out jeans and hoodie. If we weren’t so secretive, someone could be tracking our every move, calculating the perfect time to strike.

      Hugo is our unwitting victim. His house is one of those posh, modern buildings, more glass than brick, even more than the one we trashed the garden of. Look at me, these kinds of places shout. So, we are looking. We’re here in the dark, nestled behind a row of manicured garden plants, while he is lit up in his sparkling white kitchen.

      I had an unhealthy interest in what happened to Cuckoo’s mum, I’ll admit. She was the first person I’d ever met who’d died. Not a murder victim in the true crime sense, but killed nonetheless. Cuckoo changed permanently too, the effects less obvious yet still there if you look closely enough. She’s dialed her comedy routine up, rather than down, as someone might expect a person grieving to do. Everything is maximum effort, and sometimes I think she must be exhausted, but then I figure it’s been two years; if this wasn’t who she wanted to be, she’d have stopped. Maybe her mum dying gave her the freedom to not give a damn.

      She watches Hugo intently now, a knuckle pressed to her mouth. He is none the wiser, in the kitchen alone, opening a bottle of wine. As he pours himself a glass, her knuckle turns white, pressing firmer and firmer against her mouth until Goldie gently takes her hand away and rests it in her own.

      “Look at him,” Cuckoo says. “He killed my mum. And he still drinks like it’s nothing.”

      “Bastard,” I say.

      Hugo downs the glass in two large gulps, then pours himself another. He disappears from view, heading into the hallway and across into another room.

      “He’ll be putting his running gear on now,” Cuckoo says. “He’ll be back in a minute.”

      How often has she done this? Watched him and carefully tracked his movements?

      Sure enough, five minutes later he returns with an empty wine glass that he discards on the kitchen counter, dressed in an expensive-looking tracksuit and trainers. He bends down to touch his toes, though doesn’t quite reach, then stretches his arms up in the air, grabbing one wrist and bending to the side, and then replicating the action on the other side. For a second he stares out of the glass right at us, and I almost forget we’re in darkness, hidden behind a hedge. He looks at something on his phone, taps the screen a few times, then leaves that on the kitchen counter too. At last, he turns and heads down the hall.

      “He doesn’t bring his phone with him?” I say.

      “Maybe he’s afraid of getting caught too,” Goldie says. She crouches lower than us, conscious of her height.

      “But he’s not breaking any rules.” I frown. “He can say this is his daily exercise.”

      “He’s probably just playing it safe,” Crow says. With her dark hair, she blends in the most in these shadows, and it occurs to me that she’d make a good spy, especially with how obsessed she is over every detail. “He’s certainly been in enough trouble before.”

      I glance at Cuckoo, but she is scrambling to her feet, brushing dirt from her jeans.

      “Come on,” she says. “He’ll be leaving now. Are we following him or what?”

      At first his run is difficult to shadow because he keeps to the streets, feet pounding as he warms himself up. He stops every fifteen minutes or so to stretch or pose or generally look about himself, so it’s easy enough to keep up, and his pace is quite slow to begin with. He seems to be running more for the sake of saying he runs rather than really enjoying it. I’m half expecting him to meet up with someone illicit, but I guess that kind of thing only happens in films. Or true crime documentaries.

      Finally, he breaks off into a nearby park, surrounding himself with trees and bushes as he heads up a hill and into a wooded area. This is better, it means we can follow closer, and at one point we jostle each other too fervently for a good position and he hears the rustling and turns around.

      “Who’s there?” he calls, his voice low.

      “Why is he instantly suspicious?” Goldie whispers. “We could be a squirrel. Or a rat.”

      “Because he’s a rat,” Cuckoo hisses.

      I spot a stone on the ground, pick it up, and throw it far away from us. It lands with a light thud, but it’s enough for Hugo to hear. He whips round to the source of the noise, and I have to hold my hand in front of my mouth to stop from giggling.

      Hugo shakes his head and starts running again.

      “Starling!” Wren says when he is out of earshot. “I can’t believe you did that.”

      “Oh, why not?” I say. “Let’s mess with him a bit.”

      “That,” Cuckoo says, “is a brilliant idea.”

      It turns out Cuckoo is surprisingly skilled at making bird noises, something she admits she learned when she thought we were bird-watching fans and wanted to impress us. She follows Hugo’s run with these calls, which he occasionally stops and looks around for but mostly presses forward. So we up the ante, throwing things and rustling bushes, and then Goldie even screams at the top of her lungs and ducks into a hiding space.

      “Foxes,” Hugo mutters to himself, which makes us bite the inside of our cheeks to stop ourselves laughing.

      He shakes his head again, no doubt convincing himself it’s all in his mind. And in any case, he’s big, he’s strong, he’s a man. He can handle it. He heads down the back roads toward the harborside, jogging along the waterfront before stopping to rest on one of the bridges above the river.

      We watch him catching his breath, hands gripping the railing. We are across the other side, behind a line of trees, and there is no way he can see us.

      “We should tie his shoelaces together so he falls flat on his face,” Wren says.

      “Wren!” I giggle, surprised that she, of all people, is saying this. But the image is brilliant. I picture him flailing forward, arms in a panic, dirt and gravel on his palms. “We should make even more noise as he runs, really scare him into thinking there’s someone following him.”

      We’re all joining in then.

      “We should throw eggs at his house, bang on all the windows and doors.”

      “We should post threatening letters through the door.”

      “We should mug him,” Cuckoo whispers. “Take his fancy headphones and throw them into the river below.”

      Darker, darker. It’s not right yet. I look over at him, so utterly unaware of our presence.

      “Strangle him,” I say. “Get a rope and tie it around his neck until he can’t breathe.”

      Have I gone too far? I want to backpedal, take the words back, but as I open my mouth to apologize, I catch the hunger in each of their eyes.

      They aren’t offended. They’re ecstatic.

      Goldie joins in: “Push him off the bridge and watch him fall.”

      “Drown him.” This is Wren, timid Wren, who said she could never hurt anyone. Her cheeks are flushed. “Hold his head down in that dirty river until he tastes mud and death.”

      “Perfect,” Cuckoo says, awed. “He doesn’t get to have Bishop’s House. It’s ours, and he can’t take it.”

      “So we’ll disappear him,” I say. “Goodbye, bastard.”

      “And we can live in Bishop’s House ourselves,” she whispers.

      “And when we’re done, cut off his fingertips and smash out his teeth,” I say. “Make him unidentifiable. Make him lost to the world.”

      “Yes. Yes.”

      This is what girls do, isn’t it? Sit around and plot mayhem and destruction and death?

      Here we are—instruments of darkness.
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      I wish it could be like this forever.

      If it weren’t for Carly waking me up every morning with her incessant chatter, and Dean barging in wanting attention, and Dad giving me a million things to do, I’d snooze the whole day away. The hours stretch on endlessly because even though things are apparently easing up, we’re still mostly encouraged to stay at home, and no one is back at school yet. They’re not even sure if anyone is going to return this year at all. We really won’t get a last day.

      It’s okay, though, because the nights make it all worth it. Being with Wren, Starling, Crow, and Goldie, it’s like the rest of the world truly has vanished. I don’t want the nights to end. Don’t want there to be signs of life encroaching into our time.

      Not yet. There is still so much to do.

      It’s my birthday today. Dad did his best, got me a card and a bunch of wilting carnations I know Jen at the shop must have given him for free. In the card was a fiver and an “IOU” for a proper present. The card was signed from all of them—Dad, Carly, Dean, and Mum—and seeing her there in Dad’s handwriting made my heart squeeze. Carly made her gift, a playlist of all my favorite songs, and Dean gave me his favorite football shirt, which I promptly returned and asked for a hug instead and a demonstration of his best football tricks. We had a takeaway pizza, two of them, and watched a film together. It was almost like the old days.

      Eighteen, eighteen, eighteen. A real adult. Real responsibilities. Real life, hurtling toward me.

      My backpack is full tonight. I lie awake, listening to Carly snore gently, until my phone tells me it’s near twelve. The room is dark, but I’m used to this by now. Carly has her sleep mask on, but she’s turned away anyway, facing the wall, cover hunched up so only her frizzy hair is visible. I reach out a hand, tempted to smooth it down, give her a kiss, but refrain. When Mum first died and Carly cried herself to sleep every night, I’d lie in her bed with her, cuddling her close, stroking her hair and kissing her head and promising everything would be alright, that I was here for her, crack jokes in her ear that would make her giggle through her snot and tears. She’d wake up puffy faced with bloodshot eyes, but she’d always wake up in my arms and feel safe.

      I put a couple of cushions under my quilt, just in case, but she sleeps through the night now. She says the sleep mask helps, gives her something to concentrate on instead of thinking about Mum. I slide on my leggings, put on my trainers, and ease out of our bedroom, leaving the door ajar.

      Dad and Dean’s bedroom door is closed. The living room and kitchen are silent other than the whirring and occasional whine of the fridge. I use the dim light of my phone rather than its torch, feeling my way to the front door and tapping Mum’s bike handlebar for good luck before I leave.

      Outside, the air is thick, muggy with the feel of an oncoming storm. This worries me—we’ve been lucky with the weather so far—but thankfully when I reach the bottom of the tower block and head across the estate there is no rain, only the lasting heat from earlier in the day. In the distance, I think I see a couple of other teenagers, some lads wearing hoodies huddled in a corner, but they don’t see me. I slip by unnoticed, unnerved that more and more people are ignoring the rules, are invading our nights.

      The others, to my surprise, didn’t immediately protest when I said I wanted to go back to Bishop’s House tonight for my birthday. Even though we’ve been avoiding it, focused instead on pursuing him on his runs. I was ready for an argument, to have to plead my case, but they said yes.

      Perhaps they are going to be as on board with all my birthday plans.

      Bishop’s House has six bedrooms; we counted them, one by one. One of the doors is locked, and no matter what we do, we can’t budge it. We joked about making it ours, but what if we actually did? Set up permanently here, refused to leave. We’re not going to let Hugo have our house. No one else wants it. So what would be the harm?

      “Cuckoo.” Crow has snuck up on me, making me jump. She’s good at that, able to blend in with her black jumper and jeans. She has a black bag too, which she sets down at her feet. Seeing me staring, she explains. “I’ve brought some snacks. What about you?”

      “Same,” I lie. My backpack stays on my shoulders.

      The conversation hits a lull. Unless we’re arguing, Crow and I can never seem to talk to each other properly. There’s always this anticipation that one of us is going to say the wrong thing, set the other one off, because that’s what always happens. But I think we both enjoy it, in a twisted way. Debating. Trying to get one up on the other. There’s a respect there, despite the friction. And we know if it came to it, we’d be there for each other in an instant. I wait patiently for her to wish me a happy birthday, even though it’s technically yesterday now, but it doesn’t happen.

      I look at her. She is guarded, arms hugged across her chest. She has tied her hair back into a bun, leaving her face exposed, the resting frown and tightness of her jaw easy to see.

      Crow worries me the most. She wants out more than the rest of us, can’t imagine a life for herself where she stays in one place. I don’t know what she thinks is so fascinating about somewhere else; I don’t know what’s so wrong about here.

      “There’s Starling,” Crow says, unable to hide her relief.

      Starling is dressed in a black dress with fishnets as if we’re heading to a rave. No bag with her, but she produces a packet of cigarettes from her jacket pocket as if it’s contraband. “Look what I swiped from my mum and dad.”

      “Oh God, I draw the line at that,” Crow says. “Disgusting.”

      “They smoke other stuff too,” Starling says. “Not that I’m supposed to know, but I’m not stupid. I’ll try and snag some if I can.”

      Starling’s parents are alternative. That’s how Dad described them the one and only time he met them, picking me up from a sleepover at Starling’s house. They seem cool to me.

      “Give us a lighter, then,” I say, and her face falls.

      “Oh crap,” she says. “I forgot about that.”

      “You’re not stupid, eh?” I say, laughing. “For God’s sake, Starling. Maybe next time!”

      Even Crow grins, though maybe that’s more relief from her end.

      “Oops,” Starling says. “Never mind. The thought was there.”

      “Do you think your mum and dad would be cool with what you’re doing?” I ask, after she doesn’t seem to be saying happy birthday either. “All this sneaking out? Would they think it was, like, fostering your independence or something?”

      “God, no,” Starling says. “They don’t let me have my phone when we’re eating. They can be surprisingly strict when they want to be.”

      “My mum would worry more about the fine if we’re caught,” Crow says, then shakes her head, seemingly regretting speaking. “What about your dad, Cuckoo?”

      “He’d go mad.” It’s true, but mainly he’d be disappointed. He’d tell me what a stupid risk I’m taking, and hasn’t he been through enough already? And if there’s one thing I can’t bear, it’s his look of shame. He wouldn’t even shout. He’d droop, he’d wonder where he went wrong, he’d blame himself. “Especially after everything we’ve done.”

      I spot Wren making her way across the garden, grass up to her thighs.

      “Hey, Wren!” I call. “What would your parents say if they found out about all this?”

      She blinks, startled. “Why? Has something happened?”

      “Nothing’s happened.” Honestly, she’s such a worrier. “We were just discussing it.”

      “Well . . .” She frowns, concentrating. She’s taking this so seriously. She takes everything seriously. Or rather, like an affront to her, as if we’re trying to catch her out. “They’d kill me. I’d be absolutely murdered. Never allowed out again.”

      I can believe that. Wren’s parents are weird. When we went round her house, they never seemed comfortable with us being there. Wren’s Mum was forever lurking in the background, placing coasters under our glasses and telling us to wash our hands. Sometimes she looked at me, and I think she’d love to wipe me away like she does the tiniest of crumbs or spills.

      “Cigarettes!” Wren says, spotting them in Starling’s hand. “I’ve brought a lighter. But I thought it was⁠—”

      “Why on earth have you brought a lighter?” I ask, stunned that Wren has one. “Did you know Starling was bringing cigarettes?”

      “She’s always late!” Starling interrupts, staring daggers at Wren for some reason. “When is Goldie going to get here?”

      “I’m here! Sorry!”

      Goldie comes running toward us, holding a carrier bag. Her hair is loose, bouncing around her shoulders as she runs.

      “You haven’t started without me, have you?” she gasps. “Sorry, I’m out of breath. I am not a runner like you, Cuckoo.”

      “You were meant to be early,” Crow scolds. “So we could get set up.”

      “I know, I said I was sorry!” She starts feeling around in the carrier bag, then meets my eye. “Cuckoo, stay out for a minute! The rest of us are going in.”

      “What?” What is she playing at? I think. “I’m coming too, don’t be daft.”

      “It’s a surprise!” she says. “Two minutes, alright? Then we’ll call you in.”

      A surprise? Does this mean they haven’t forgotten my birthday after all?

      “Well . . . alright,” I say.

      They head through the broken window, and I hear them whispering and laughing, and something rustling around. I try not to peep, keep my gaze fixed on the garden, at the weeds all around. This place really would look beautiful if someone simply cared enough to fix it.

      “Come in!” Goldie shouts after a short while.

      I duck through the broken window, land with a short jump, and I’m instantly lost for words.

      The basement is transformed. Yes, it’s still full of broken furniture and boxes. The stairs leading up to the main house are as broken and splintered as ever. But it is transformed even so. The girls have set up a circle of blankets in the middle of the space, which must have been brought here on some other night, when I wasn’t aware, red and purple and yellow across the floor. Crow’s snacks are in the center, crisps and cocktail sausages and sweets and chocolate, and then there is a chocolate cake, complete with lit candles.

      “Happy birthday!” they yell.

      “How did you . . .” I still can’t speak. My throat is lodged, and I feel like I’m going to cry. I never cry. I can’t. I’ve always been the strong one for everyone else.

      “We pooled the money we had together,” Goldie says. “I went out and got the cake, and I nicked the blankets from one of Patricia’s airing cupboards and brought them here last night. Crow did the snack shopping. Wren brought the lighter. Starling brought . . .”

      “Vibes,” she says. “And cigarettes? But I put the most money in!”

      “Not that that matters,” Goldie says hastily. “We wanted to do this for you. Because we knew thanks to lockdown you wouldn’t get a proper party.”

      She’s putting it kindly. Lockdown or not, there wouldn’t have been a party for me.

      “We wanted to have it here whether you mentioned it or not,” Starling tells me. “Alright, it’s only the basement, but this is where we first came in. It feels fitting. It’s our house, like you said.”

      “Thank you,” I whisper. “Thank you so much.”

      “Come and blow out your candles!” Crow says, and maybe I misjudged her. Maybe she was awkward because she didn’t want to spoil the surprise.

      “Make a wish!” Starling says.

      I close my eyes, know exactly what I’m wishing for, and blow.

      “I know what you wished for,” Wren says. “For us to be friends forever, right?”

      “What’s the point in wishing for that?” Starling says. “It’s already going to be true!”

      “It’s bad luck to say your wish,” Crow warns. “Don’t tell us, Cuckoo.”

      “I won’t,” I promise, but Wren is wrong. That’s not what I wished for. Like Starling said, that’s already guaranteed.

      “And one more thing,” Goldie says. She takes something else out of the carrier bag. It is a small box, carefully wrapped in shiny silver paper and even tied together with pink string and a bow. “We had to order online, obviously, so it might not be perfect. But we got a present for you.”

      My throat swallows of its own accord as I really have to fight the urge to cry now. I have never had a gift like this. When Mum was still around, there’d be trips to the park together where I’d have two ice creams instead of one, and my favorite meal at dinnertime. We went shopping and I was able to go to every charity shop along the street, thumbing through the children’s books and picking out as many as ten, the total cost never coming to more than a fiver. And the biggest treat of all, we’d head into Waterstones last, a shop I could spend hours in, reading all the books and marking the pages gently with my fingernail to save their space for every time I came back in, “my” book shoved to the back so no one could buy it by mistake. But on my birthday, I was allowed a single brand-new book. I spent forever choosing, and whichever one ended up being the lucky selection I forced myself to love and read again and again. Now I walk into Waterstones and stroke them wistfully and promise myself that one day, money will be no object and I’ll buy every new book they have.

      My chest swells up. “You guys bought me a present?”

      “Duh,” Starling says. “It’s your eighteenth. We had to mark the occasion.”

      “Come on,” Crow says. “Open it!”

      They gather around me as I take the present and begin cautiously unwrapping it. At first I want to be delicate and not damage the paper, but Goldie has sealed it with so much skill I have no choice but to tear it apart. Once sheathed away, the paper reveals a simple-looking black box, no logo or information to speak of. I lift the lid off, and my breath catches in my throat.

      It is a necklace. Silver chain, with an amber stone.

      “We know how much you loved your mum’s necklace,” Starling says. “That you wished you kept it instead of . . . We went on the hunt for one just like it. What do you think?”

      “I . . . I love it. Thank you.”

      I take it out with trembling fingers. It is almost an exact match. Mum’s was actually damaged, a nick in the stone from where I apparently was playing with it as a toddler and dropped it. Not a real amber, a plastic copy, but precious all the same. This one is perfect. I grip it tightly, so hard the stone begins to make an imprint on my palm.

      “Do you want to put it on?” Crow asks.

      “Yes, please.”

      Wren fastens it behind me with a click of the clasp. It feels strange to wear it, the gentle tug of the stone taking a second to get used to. I wrap it around my hand again and close my eyes, and for a moment I am with her, Mum, and nothing can ever go wrong. Then I open my eyes and I am with my friends, and maybe that’s not so bad either.

      “I love it,” I repeat, “and I love you. Thank you so much.”

      “Love you too,” Goldie says. “Though don’t say we’re always going to be this soppy.”

      She smiles though. They all do.

      And I am so happy I forget about my plans for tonight for a while. We eat all of the chocolate cake and all of the snacks, drink most of the vodka provided by Goldie, and even try a cigarette each, which mainly makes us cough and tastes absolutely disgusting. It feels like a real party, like we’re in the basement of someone’s actual house and part of an exclusive guest list.

      But after everything has been eaten, I rise to my feet, brushing off the dust. “Come on. We’ll catch him on his way back if we’re quick.”

      “Tonight?” Goldie says, surprised. “I thought, seeing as it’s your birthday, you wouldn’t want⁠—”

      “Absolutely tonight,” I say, readjusting the straps of my backpack. I have been guarding it closely. “More than any other. I want to do something.”

      “Do something?” Crow echoes. “What does that mean?”

      “Scare him,” I say. “Make him run for real. Make sure he doesn’t buy our house.”

      “And how do you plan to do that?”

      “Trust me,” I say. “I’ve got it all planned out. No one’s got their phones on them?”

      They shake their heads.

      “Just what have you got planned?” Crow asks.

      “We’ll all be laughing by the end of the night. Consider it a top secret mission.”

      “A top secret mission?” Goldie groans, but they all play along.

      It helps that they’re a bit tipsy.

      “Let’s get him,” I whisper.

      They don’t understand how seriously I’m taking this. They laugh and chat and haven’t a care in the world as we make our way to our destination. I lead us down the street and round to the back alley that cuts across to the garages behind the fancy town houses, and then we keep to side streets and under the cover of darkness. Every now and then I comically shush them so they stay quiet. When we reach the road across from the park, I pause. I scan the area, but it’s empty. For now. I look left and right again and then make a dash for the park, the others dutifully following.

      It’s not a huge park, but it’s big enough. Playground for children, field for playing football on or lying about in the sun, trees and a wooded area full of squirrels. It’s like our own park, but everything feels better maintained. Shinier. A running track covers the whole perimeter, including into the trees, and behind the park is the canal that runs along the west side, the bridge Hugo Fletcher likes to come to a rest upon above it. Surprisingly rapid water, and surprisingly deep too. I dropped a heavy rock in there last week and counted two full seconds before it hit the riverbed. It’s peaceful. Especially at night. Especially in this wooded part, where the trees cover all angles. I gather them all here and hide them behind a large bush. I check my watch: We should be fine. My heart is hammering.

      “What are we going to do?” Crow says. “Jump out on him and say, ‘Hey, leave Bishop’s House alone!’? I don’t think that’ll work somehow.”

      “I don’t like it down here,” Wren whispers. Her hands are trembling. “It’s scary. Anyone could be lurking about. No one ever comes down this side, under the bridge.”

      Starling chuckles. “We’re the only ones dumb enough to do that. It’s bloody freezing. And I think it’s going to rain soon.”

      “Cuckoo?” Goldie presses.

      I am too busy focusing on my watch to really take in what they are saying.

      If all is right, it should be any minute now . . .

      “Cuckoo!” Starling snaps, and I jerk to attention.

      “Sorry!” I give my watch a final glance and lower my arm. “I promise you’re going to love it. It’s . . . the culmination, really, of everything we’ve done so far.”

      “Culmination?”

      But there is no time to answer. I hear it: footsteps, pounding on the path. The running track. A jogger, coming our way. About to run up to the bridge.

      This is my moment. I reach in my backpack and grab what I need.

      The footsteps are louder now.

      I burst out of the bushes just as he is coming toward me and the steps to the bridge. He is wearing Lycra, both dark and luminous, and he slows to a stop as I approach.

      The man who killed my mother.

      Finally up close. Not sitting in court, behind a screen. Not at his kitchen table talking to his glamorously boring wife, behind glass doors. Not even running up ahead, breathless and real, nothing in between but distance. No, he is right here, and I can see he is a man, with sweat and pores and a scar above his lip and another on his forehead, and I have to wonder if they came from when he murdered my mother. If they are the tokens he carries of what happened. And now this man thinks he can stroll into my life again, buy out the one thing that has given me genuine happiness in years, and not even live in it, but raze it to the ground?

      “Help me,” I whisper. “You have to help me.”

      “What?” he says, coming closer. He isn’t expecting me. He isn’t expecting anyone. He is not prepared.

      “Please.” I’m able to work up a whimper.

      He moves again, arms outstretched, closer still.

      Ignorant of the danger he is in.

      “Thank you,” I say. “I can reach you now.”

      “What?”

      I curl my fingers tighter around the knife I am holding, and by the time he sees it, my hand is raised high in the air and coming down on him. I get him dead on in the chest, a wonderful hit, and then I take it out and stab him again. More awkward this time, as he tries to twist and grab me, into his arm. And then, into his side. It’s this last one that finally makes him fall, face forward, onto the path.

      The others have come out of the bushes, faces paler than ghosts, mouths wide open.

      Goldie is the only one able to speak. “Cuckoo, what have you done?”
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      Tactics to keep calm: There are none.

      Cuckoo is truly cuckoo now. She is laughing, she is full of glee, she holds that bloody knife in her hand, and she invites us to laugh along with her.

      “Cuckoo, what have you done?” Goldie gasps, and it’s all I can think too.

      What have you done, what have you done, what have you done?

      “This is what we talked about,” Cuckoo says. “We’re making sure he doesn’t have Bishop’s House. I did it. I’m doing it. We all know he deserves to die.”

      I stare at this man’s body as if I am assembling a jigsaw and the pieces in front of me will somehow come together to form a picture I understand. It doesn’t work. He remains prone, in his running gear that he put on and did not expect to die in. He has his wedding ring on. His wife is at home waiting for him, and he will never return. How long will she wait before calling the police? How long will she hold out and hope for a reprieve that is never going to come?

      It is still silent. We are hidden here within the trees, and we have a good vantage point, and I can see no one is coming, no one has heard the attack. There is no one out here apart from us and a body. The air smells crisp and faintly of rain, and sure enough, looking up, I see the sky is cloudy, not a star to be seen. Even the moon is hidden, as if it’s embarrassed to be seen with us.

      As if it doesn’t want to bear witness to what Cuckoo has done.

      But then Hugo Fletcher makes a choking sound.

      He is still alive.

      “Oh my God,” I whisper. “He’s still—he’s still moving.”

      “We could get help,” Crow says.

      “Help?” Cuckoo echoes, appalled. “Do you really want to help this man? After knowing what he did to my mother?”

      “No.”

      Starling steps forward, hand outstretched. “Give me the knife. I’ll finish him off.”

      Cuckoo’s eyes gleam. “Just like we talked about.”

      “Just like we talked about,” Starling repeats. Cuckoo passes her the knife, and she grips it tightly, staring at it with a strange look of wonder. “Is this how they all felt, before their first . . . It’s like a true crime show, happening in real life.”

      “And we’re the stars,” Cuckoo says.

      The stars. Us. We take center stage. Everyone else might have forgotten about us, but we can make our own rules. It’s what we’ve been doing for weeks. Like when we trashed that garden. When the school was graffitied. We’ve done so much.

      I want to be a star.

      And this man deserves to die.

      Starling stabs him in the back; then I can’t help myself.

      “Wait,” I whisper. “I want to do it too.”

      I take the knife from her and stab him, electrified by the way his skin becomes soft as butter under my hand. His blood is everywhere. For a second I think the sky is full of it too, and we are drenched in his slow death, but then I realize the rain has finally come, joining in the performance.

      He transforms: He is not a man on the ground; he is a monster, a demon, the cause of everything that is wrong in our lives.

      Goldie reaches for the knife. “He is a feast,” she says, and her eyes have the same burning Cuckoo’s and Starling’s and maybe mine do.

      So I pass the knife to Goldie, and she stabs him too.

      It is only Crow left, Crow who cowers away from us. She has become me. I thought I’d cower or run—that’s what I normally do. I’m normally always on the sidelines looking in. Not today. Today I’m a part of this. Cuckoo’s revenge. Our revenge.

      We are breathless, we are smiling. Goldie holds out the knife to Crow.

      “Your turn,” she says.

      But Crow doesn’t have the same gleam in her eyes. She steps backward, shaking her head. She is paler even than usual. Her bottom lip is trembling.

      “I can’t do this,” she says. “You’ve all—it’s like you’re feral. What’s happened to you? Trashing gardens and sneaking around is one thing. He’s dying.”

      “You can’t not be a part of this,” Cuckoo says. “One for all and all for one, remember?”

      “Some people deserve to die,” Starling says.

      “The perfect murder means not only getting away with it, but choosing the perfect victim.” Goldie says this with a small smile. “That’s what you said, Crow, isn’t it?”

      That conversation. The perfect murder.

      I could never murder anyone. The perfect murder is none at all.

      “Was that just big talk?” Starling says. “Crow putting on a show, as you always do? Never actually following through?”

      “I follow through!”

      Goldie shrugs. “Doesn’t look like it.”

      “Big words, Crow, but no action,” Starling says.

      “It’s fun,” I whisper. “We can do anything if we do this.”

      “Wren’s right,” Cuckoo says. “There is nothing standing in our way.”

      “But . . . if we do this . . .” Crow can barely string words together. “It might ruin everything. Don’t you see that?”

      “You want to do these grand things,” Starling says, “and you can’t do this? For your friends?”

      “It’s not like that. If we could get away with it, of course I would.”

      “You’re strong,” Goldie says. “You’re Crow. Crows pass down grudges, crows stick together. Stick with us.”

      Crow nods. She’s finally getting it. She takes the knife and steps toward Hugo Fletcher, who is writhing, groaning, putting up no fight. But she is still uncertain.

      “Do it!” Cuckoo says.

      “Do it!” Starling joins in. And then we’re all chanting: “Do it! Do it! Do it!” and Crow really has no choice. She looks at us all, and we’ve never been like this, we’re so free, and then she stabs Hugo Fletcher, and he makes one final gasp, and then his entire body goes still. She has delivered the finishing blow.

      He is dead.

      “We did it.” Cuckoo punches the air. “He’s fucking dead.” And she kicks him for good measure.

      “This is a crime scene now,” Starling says, eyes shining.

      “I’m on it,” Cuckoo says.

      Cuckoo wipes the knife clean with a cloth she has produced from her backpack. We watch in silence as she takes out a cellophane bag, the kind you’d pack your sandwiches in for school, and places the knife inside. It zips shut with a white plastic zipper. She does the same with the cloth in another bag. I notice for the first time the black gloves she is wearing, watching as she disposes of them in a third clear bag. They are all returned to her backpack.

      “Murder weapon disposed of in a different place,” Starling says, nodding approvingly, like she’s listening to one of her podcasts she loves telling us about. “Good idea.”

      “We’re really doing this,” Crow says, sounding strangled, “aren’t we?”

      “No backing out now,” Goldie says.

      “Check him over,” Starling says. “Make sure he doesn’t have a phone or smartwatch or something. It’ll reveal his location.”

      We are lucky. He has a normal (very expensive-looking) watch and no phone. The only thing in the zipped pocket of his jacket is his house keys and his debit card. We take them out, and Cuckoo promises to get rid of these too, putting them in her coat. His wedding ring is on his finger, and we debate whether to take this before leaving it where it is.

      “Does his wife know where he runs?”

      “I doubt it,” Cuckoo says. “He barely seems to talk to her. I think she’ll be pleased that he’s gone. And she won’t want to buy Bishop’s House now, not with him missing. There will be enough stress as it is. We all benefit from this perfect murder.”

      “It’s not the perfect murder yet,” Crow says. “We haven’t sorted out the hard part. You said he’ll be missing. What are we doing with his body?”

      “We dump him in the river of course,” Cuckoo says. “That’s why we’re here.”

      The river runs along the west side of the park, then dips under the bridge to the street ahead and carries on, leading out to the River Avon. And it runs fast, the gentle trickling of water a disguise for a mean current, one we were always warned about as kids. A body might flow with it. Disappear forever.

      “Like the girl who went missing,” Starling murmurs. “Remember? We had a detective come in from school. They never did find her.”

      “That’s why it’s perfect,” Cuckoo says. “He’ll be gone for good.”

      First we must get him there. Starling acts as lookout, giving us the thumbs-up while Cuckoo and I push his body toward the crest of the hill. Crow and Goldie are waiting at the bottom. He becomes covered in mud and wet leaves, and I can’t look at him because his eyes are open, watching what we do. He smells of blood, but I’m not sure if I’m just imagining it, and every time I look at my mud-stained hands, I picture them crimson and gasp. We get him to the hill and finally release him, and he tumbles and rolls like a sickening cartoon, coming to a stop at the bottom only a couple of feet from the river.

      We stumble to him as Crow and Goldie start to pull him toward the edge, legs bouncy and footing uneven, as if we are toddlers.

      “Wait,” Starling says. “Rocks. To weigh him down. Not too much—but enough.”

      This time, I stay by his body while the rest of them search for stones, aiming for anything nearby. We place them in his leggings, peeling back the Lycra, which sticks fast to him like glue, and stuff them down his shirt. He looks misshapen, protruding bumps across his body sticking out at all angles.

      “Don’t drop him,” Starling warns. She is relishing this, living out what she has read so much about. “We need to lower him. There can’t be a loud splash.”

      So Cuckoo takes him by his shoulders, hands cupped underneath his armpits, Starling and Goldie have his torso, careful to avoid his seeping wounds, and Crow and I take a leg each. He is still heavy. Almost impossibly so. We bend awkwardly to put him into the water, straining with the effort of it, and then he is in, just as the cold water brushes my skin.

      We wait, an agonizing breath, and then he sinks. The water is dark and murky, but we peer closely to be sure he is gone. The surface reveals nothing, liquid black and rippling in the breeze. Raindrops are falling hard now.

      “The rain has done us a favor,” Cuckoo says. “It’ll wash away the blood. By the time an investigation is launched, there won’t be any evidence to speak of.”

      “Your perfect murder,” Crow says.

      Cuckoo juts her chin. “Our perfect murder.”

      We return to the scene anyway, stare at the blood. Stare at ourselves. We have his blood on us. It’s on our shirts and scattered on our trousers. It has marked Starling’s legs in the holes of her fishnets, the jagged pattern of blood like a tattoo. The ground has a dark red stain, but the rain is doing its job.

      “You have to clean your shoes when you get back,” Starling says. “As for the clothes, we can’t risk them. We’ll have to get rid of them as soon as possible.”

      “I’ll sort that too,” Cuckoo says. “You have no idea . . . I am just so happy. We really did it.” She wraps a hand around the necklace we gave her, clutching the pendant tightly. “This is the best birthday ever.”

      “The perfect murder means getting away with it.” Crow knows her lines now. She’s said them before. “A pact. We never breathe a word.”

      “That’s it,” Cuckoo says. “This is between us. No one else.”

      Us. The five of us. We are unstoppable.

      “Pinkies,” Goldie says, holding hers out.

      Our pinkie promise. Just like when we were kids.

      We each raise our fingers, join them together.

      No one else.

      “Our first kill,” Starling says.

      It’s only later, when I am in bed and I have washed away Hugo Fletcher’s blood, and the sun is rising and I am still wide awake, recounting the moment I took that knife in my hand, that I realize what Starling said. What we all cheered to.

      Our first kill.

      Because first means we have only just begun.
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      Three days later, there is still nothing on the news.

      I have been expecting it, dreading it, jerking at the slightest sound, convinced the police are going to break the door down any second. I am eating dinner with Mum on the sofa, our plates on our laps, chicken and chips and baked beans, and I almost choke swallowing a mouthful down because every time there is breaking news or a scroll of text along the bottom of the screen, I am expecting Hugo to show up.

      missing man

      man uncovered at bottom of riverbed

      hugo fletcher disappearance

      But so far, nothing. Not that Mum notices my odd behavior.

      Mum never gets involved. Starling’s parents have invited her to plenty of their parties, but she never goes. Says she’s busy, even though she sits in the living room watching game shows all night and telling me what she’d do if she were on them. (But one time when I filled in an application for her for Pointless she was horrified and told me to stop.) So she wasn’t in the know when Cuckoo’s mum died. Said it wasn’t her family or her business, and stayed at home as she always does. The only time she leaves the flat is to do shopping, and even then she hates it, rushes in and out as fast as possible. With the news finished, she switches the channel to House of Games, resumes eating, and continues to know nothing.

      I panicked when Cuckoo stabbed him. Panicked even more when the others joined in. What were they doing? Didn’t they understand they were committing murder?

      But I was the one who didn’t understand. I feel it now, secure in the knowledge it has been three days and the police haven’t come knocking. They have no idea it was us and no way of knowing. I feel the power they all drew from it at the time. It’s coming to me.

      Talk, talk, talk. They were right. It’s all I did. Big talk, no action.

      Well, I am action now. If I can do that—kill a man and walk away—I can do anything I set my mind to.

      “Last day of exams today,” Mum says, breaking me from my thoughts. She has finished her dinner now, sets it down on the coffee table. One of the legs is being held up by a stack of magazines. “I’m surprised you haven’t mentioned it.”

      Last day of exams. I check my phone, and she’s right.

      In my room, I have a calendar on my wall that I dutifully filled out in January, marking all of the significant dates in different colored gel pens. Today, if I remember correctly, was turquoise. A big moment. Today was meant to be the start of summer, the start of a whole new life. The calendar fell apart in March, but I was still checking it, marking things off, making sure each big day was counted.

      Today is the first time I’ve forgotten.

      “I guess it is,” I say. “I didn’t realize.”

      “How are you doing?” Mum says. “You’re not nervous about your results, are you? Because they will be perfect, you’ll see. And even if they’re not⁠—”

      “I’m not nervous,” I say quickly, though that isn’t true. Every time I think about them, my heart thumps and my palms grow slick with sweat.

      To avoid her gaze, I look around. The living room hasn’t been decorated since we moved in, the landlord refusing to modernize the place. The carpet is incredibly thin and worn down, and there are a few scuffs and stains in places. It is the same beige as the walls, and the furniture is cheap and held together mostly by tape.

      “Even if they’re not,” Mum repeats, “I’ll be proud of you. Because you worked hard.”

      “Worked hard?” I shake my head. “The results are being given to us. That’s hardly the same as actually sitting exams.”

      “You’ve worked hard since your very first day at school. You deserve to get good results, and I know you’ll get them. But that’s not the only route to being happy.”

      Mum left school at fifteen, pregnant with me. She didn’t get any GCSEs or A levels, and the only job she’s ever had was working as a waitress, and she couldn’t even hold that down after Dad left.

      “Are you happy, Mum?” I say, and it comes out meaner than I intend. She recoils as if I’ve slapped her. “Sorry, I didn’t mean it like that. I just . . .”

      “It’s not all about measuring yourself up to someone else’s standards,” she says quietly. “Sometimes you have to think about your own standards.”

      She doesn’t get it. She wouldn’t; she’s less educated than her eighteen-year-old daughter. She finds it hard enough calculating the weekly shop. Think about my own standards? What does that even mean?

      “Finish your dinner before it gets cold,” Mum says, and turns away from me again.

      Later, in my room, I listen out for Mum to go to bed. Sometimes she falls asleep on the sofa, and it takes forever. But tonight I am lucky. I hear the buzz of the ten o’clock news (still no mention of Hugo) and then the sound of her washing the dishes and getting ready for bed. As she passes my door in the hallway, she pauses, taps on the door lightly, and calls out good night.

      “Don’t stay up late,” she says through the door. “You’re looking tired at the moment.”

      “Night, Mum,” I say. “And I won’t. Promise.”

      On my way, I tell the group chat after I hear Mum’s bedroom door close. I have to give her a few minutes, but she’s out like a light in no time. I don’t know how a woman who does nothing all day can be so exhausted.

      Goldie is the only one missing when I arrive. We’re back at Bishop’s House, reclaiming it for good. The others are waiting by the broken window round the side of the house, and I study them for any signs of nerves. Sure enough, there are hints: awkward smiles, forced laughter, twitching fingers. But there’s something else too: glee. I feel it too. This is the first time we’ve seen each other since the murder. We stayed apart for a few days, just in case, but nothing has come of it. Cuckoo is particularly triumphant, sharp chin jutted upward, and it’s like she’s dressed up tonight, an attempt at makeup on her normally bare face. Wren is the most scared, but that’s to be expected. Her bottom lip is sore from where she’s obviously been biting it, but her nails are down to the quick too. And Starling keeps flexing her fingers, shifting from one foot to the other, and her hair is scraped back into a ponytail, exposing her rounded face and showcasing the freckles on her ruddy cheeks.

      “Nothing on the news yet,” I say. “Did anyone else watch it?”

      They all nod. I’m not the only one who has been keeping track then.

      “They don’t know anything,” Cuckoo says. “They’re not even investigating yet, it seems. There hasn’t been anything online either.”

      “The knife?” Wren asks.

      “Gone,” Cuckoo says. “Everything else too.”

      “We’re getting away with it,” I say, “aren’t we?”

      “Damn right.” Cuckoo slaps me on the back, making me wince. “The world knows we’re doing it a favor. Bastards like him only get justice when we deliver it.”
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      “I know what you’ve been up to.”

      I finish shoving the cans of cider into my backpack.

      Patricia stands in the doorway, leaning against the frame. Her arms are folded, and her mouth is doing a good impression of a wizened prune. I have no idea how old she is, but she looks ancient. Wrinkles around her mouth from smoking too many cigarettes, yellow skin, wiry grays in her mousy hair. She’s strong though. I wouldn’t win in anything other than a verbal fight.

      “What are you up to?” I ask. It is past midnight. She should be in bed by now, or passed out in front of the television. It’s not like she bothers to check on me when she eventually crawls to her room.

      “Don’t try and avoid the question,” she snaps. “You’ve been doing God knows what on multiple nights, sneaking out of here.”

      So she does know.

      The old me might have been scared at this revelation. Shoved the cider back where it came from, handed the carefully stowed Smirnoff to Patricia with a pleading apology. The old me spent so many years trying to appeal to this woman’s good nature, which surely was hidden away somewhere and, if I capitulated long enough, would unveil itself.

      But there is a new me now, and Patricia has no idea what I’ve done.

      And so, despite myself, I can’t help smiling.

      “Don’t you smirk at me,” she says.

      “It was the last day of exams today,” I tell her. “It was always meant to be a big celebration. I’m just enjoying the day like I was supposed to.”

      Not that I really care. I don’t need grades to be a successful model; exams weren’t about that for me. But it’s another blow to what we thought was meant to happen, the right order of things. We’ve learned there is no sense of justice other than the one we create.

      That we can rely on. We’re getting rather good at dispensing justice of our own.

      Patricia is wrong-footed; I think she was expecting a fight. She doesn’t understand how above her I am now, how insignificant she truly is in the face of everything else. But soon enough she sets her mouth in a thin line, and her eyes sparkle with triumph.

      “When the modeling turns to nothing,” she says, “you’ll be glad this year went how it did. That you’re being handed predicted grades.”

      “When the modeling makes me a star,” I say, “I’ll be sure not to give you a call. You can find me on the front covers of magazines instead, and my grades won’t matter.”

      “What’s got into you?” she says, and God, she’s finally noticing something about me at last. “You’re normally so . . .”

      Pliable, I think. Well-behaved. Pathetic.

      The images rush back to me, dark and compelling: We’re stabbing him, our hearts are pounding, it’s electric, it’s insane, we are gods.

      I finish packing my bag without waiting for her to finish her sentence.

      “Hold on,” she says. “You’re not going anywhere.”

      “Yes, I am.”

      “Are you meeting your friends? Where are you going? Because you’re not heading out to be alone. Is it a boyfriend?”

      A boyfriend? She has to be kidding.

      “How do you know?” I snap. “You don’t know anything about me. And no, my friends aren’t involved. This is about me and my time. And I’m going out.”

      “No, you’re not!”

      “What are you going to do about it?” I ask. “Are you going to call the police? Have them whack a massive fine on you? You can’t stop me.”

      She recoils, surprised. “You’re different. Nastier. What have I done to deserve this?”

      I can’t help but laugh. “What have you done? Trick question, Patricia. It’s what you haven’t done. Haven’t ever tried being a mother figure to me, haven’t helped me with anything, haven’t loved me⁠—”

      “Loved you?”

      My chest hurts as I process her confusion. The concept is foreign to her. I see it in her expression, pure bewilderment. There’s never any chance of it. I really am nothing to her.

      Stop it. It doesn’t matter. She’s nothing, I am everything.

      “You don’t care about me,” I say. “So why pretend?”

      I push past her, not caring when my backpack hits her in the arm.

      “Your dad,” she says, then stops.

      I turn around. “Don’t you dare tell me what you think he’d say about this. If he was here, I wouldn’t be anywhere near you or this situation. And you know what? These past few weeks—yes, I’ve been sneaking out for weeks—have been some of the happiest of my life. So I think he’d be pretty glad.”

      “I do care about you, I⁠—”

      I don’t wait for whatever else she has to say. I take one last look at her, this angry, bitter woman who is only a league above my mother, and then I leave, slamming the front door behind me. There’s no need for pretense anymore. I walk down the communal hall, breathing hard, and only out of courtesy for our neighbor downstairs do I shut the external door softly. For Patricia, I would have slammed it twice as hard as ours. I throw up a middle finger to our window, in case she is watching me, and then I carry on.

      Not long. I’ll be out of here. I have to bear it until then.

      By the time I reach the others, my panting breath has calmed. There’s no indication anything is wrong.

      We meet at Bishop’s House, because of course we do. It’s ours again. We don’t have to worry about Hugo buying it and spoiling everything. The iron gate is as tall and imposing as ever, but I scale it no problem now, brushing cold, wet rain from my fingertips when I land on the other side with a gentle thud of my feet. The path leading up to the house is still dark, the trees still cast even darker shadows, but I know this route implicitly. This place can’t hurt me; it’s part of me now. It’s all for us.

      My argument with Patricia has delayed me. The others are all waiting, and they haven’t noticed me approach. Maybe it’s from my love of modeling, but I adore people-watching, noting the intricate, unconscious poses they strike. Starling has a hand on her slender hip, the other pressed at the side of her thigh. She creates a triangle of shadow with her elbow, the darkness between it a stark contrast to the pale white of her skin. Cuckoo is in motion; she shifts her weight from one foot to the other, bouncy and eager, great, expressive eyes blinking rapidly while she talks. Sometimes I watch her and mimic the way she rolls them, squints them, lights them up. It’s all good practice for the front of a camera. Wren is Cuckoo’s opposite: She stands so still it’s like she really is waiting for a photographer, but she’s too stiff, too unsure. She hugs her arms across her chest, her wispy hair falling in strands in front of her face, but she no longer looks toward the floor. She holds her gaze confidently; she’s changing too. Crow, who spots me first, always observant, her high cheekbones her most enviable feature, waves, and the others soon follow suit.

      My glorious gang of murderers. I feel a warm rush of love for them and hurry over.

      “Sorry I’m late,” I say. “But I’ve brought the drink.”

      “Then let’s head inside,” Cuckoo says, and she’s the one who perhaps has changed most of all. There is a serenity to her now, an ease that was never there before however much she faked it.

      We did this for her most of all.

      The broken window is waiting for us, and we slide in one by one. We head to the ground floor, then into the room that was once a library. We arrange ourselves on the floor, sitting on a blanket brought by Wren, and I empty the drinks into the middle of our circle.

      No crazy antics tonight. No targets.

      “So why were you late?” Starling asks. “Is everything alright?”

      I debate whether to tell them, then give in. “Patricia spotted me. We had an argument. She knows what I’ve been doing.”

      “She knows you’ve been sneaking out?” Starling says, appalled. The others are just as horrified. “What? Not the Hugo stuff, right?”

      “No! She must have heard me one night. She confronted me as I was stashing away our drinks, and tried to act like she had any authority over me whatsoever. Which I quickly corrected. I told her to fuck off, basically. And I walked out with my head held high, and the alcohol.”

      Alright, I’m exaggerating somewhat. But that practically is what happened.

      “Oh my God, I could never talk to my mum like that,” Wren says, and I scowl at her.

      “Patricia isn’t my mum, remember?” I snap. “Absolutely, categorically, not my mother. Though they share similarities. I’d tell her to fuck off too.”

      “Didn’t she wonder why you had so much?” Starling persists. “It makes it pretty obvious you’re meeting someone.”

      Trust Starling to get so worried. Wren and Crow look scared too. “Guys, you don’t have to stress. We’re good. I said it was me and me alone out here tonight. She’s convinced I have some boyfriend. After everything we’ve been through, do you really think Patricia is a problem?”

      “Exactly,” Cuckoo says. “Nothing to worry about. Now let’s have one of those ciders. We have the last day of our exams to celebrate at the minimum.”

      After we each open our cans and take our first sips, Crow sighs. “I can’t believe it was the last day of exams today. I almost . . . forgot, actually. I have it marked on my calendar and everything. This day was . . . the most important day of my life, and I almost forgot it.”

      “We’ve changed so much,” Starling murmurs. “It feels so . . . small now.”

      “It’s just Results Day left,” Wren says. “And then that’s all of it. Finished for good.”

      Crow closes her eyes. “I’m so scared about that.”

      “Why?” I ask. “We’re getting our predicted grades. We’re going to be fine.”

      “What if we don’t? They’re talking about some kind of external moderation. What if something goes wrong?”

      “What if the government makes sure students like us don’t perform too well, you mean?” Cuckoo says.

      Crow frowns. “No. This isn’t some conspiracy theory.”

      “Can’t let our teachers actually believe in us and give us the grades they thought we deserved. We have to stay in our place.”

      Wren and Starling exchange glances, then widen their eyes at me. I’m going to have to intervene, smooth it over.

      We’ve murdered a man, and they’re still bickering like children.

      “Stop it,” Crow says. “It’s not all some grand agenda in keeping you in your place. And I thought you liked your place. Aren’t you always telling me that?”

      “What does it all matter anyway?” Cuckoo says. “Surely you’re all going to want to stay here now, after everything we’ve done together.”

      “Stay here?” Crow echoes, appalled. “I can’t think of anything worse.”

      Oh God. The silence is a dead weight, and Cuckoo can’t hide her crumpled expression, the remark hitting her like whiplash.

      Even Crow seems to realize she’s gone too far because she backpedals. “I mean, you know we’re all going off to university. Me to Durham, Starling to Exeter . . . Wren to Cambridge. And Goldie is going to London.”

      “Strolling around Buckingham Palace,” I say, trying to keep my tone light. “I’ve already bought my train ticket.”

      It’s the first time I’ve mentioned this to anyone. My single, no-return train ticket to London Paddington. I went to Temple Meads and printed it out early, and it’s in my jacket pocket with me now. I like to carry it around as proof my ambitions are really going to come true. It’s not a conversation anymore, a pipe dream. I really am moving to London. Working weekends before lockdown paid off enough to afford me this ticket and a few nights in a hostel, and then I’m sure I’ll meet someone else wanting to live in London and we can be roommates, or I’ll get on SpareRoom and join a flat that way. I have it all figured out.

      But I don’t say this to Cuckoo, who looks sadder by the second. “You can visit me when I’m set up. We can explore the capital together!”

      “Right.” Crow nods, eager to make amends. “You can visit me too, Cuckoo. Come up whenever you want.”

      Starling nudges her cider can against Cuckoo’s. “Exeter isn’t that far from here.”

      Cuckoo smiles, shrugs. “Of course I’ll come visit you guys. Right, as if you’d stay here. I was only joking.”

      We know she wasn’t. But we pretend anyway.

      It’s going to be alright.

      But then Wren says, “I have something to tell you all.”

      “This isn’t the gnomes again, is it?” Crow says.

      “Gnomes?” I repeat, baffled.

      Crow rolls her eyes. “Trust me, don’t ask.”

      “No, it’s not the gnomes.” Wren takes a sip of cider, her face scrunching up as she swallows. She obviously isn’t enjoying it.

      Me, on the other hand—I’m loving it. My stomach is warm, and my head feels funny, here and not here at the same time. I’ve been missing out. When I get to London, I’ll become one of those women at bars after a long day, having their drinks bought for them because they’re so beautiful.

      “It’s Cambridge,” Wren says. “I’m not going.”

      Now it’s Crow’s turn to look horrified. Cambridge meant everything to her. When she didn’t get in, it was like she was replaced by a different person for a while. She was stunned, absolutely stunned, that her planning and efforts hadn’t produced the result she was expecting. It was okay at first because Starling hadn’t gotten in either. But then Wren was pressed for an answer when it became clear she was too quiet about the whole thing, and she had to confess she’d been accepted.

      “What do you mean?” Crow asks.

      “I’m going to withdraw my acceptance. I wanted to before all of this. From the moment I got in, it felt wrong. I never wanted to go to Cambridge. It was my parents. I applied and didn’t think for a second I’d make it.”

      “That’s funny, because if you really didn’t want to get in, you would have bombed the entrance exam,” Crow points out. “You would have walked into that interview and did somersaults instead of answering questions. You can’t have not wanted to go that badly.”

      “Okay, maybe I wanted to prove I could get in,” Wren says. “For my parents. So they’d be proud. But I didn’t expect it to actually happen. I thought if I proved that trying my best wasn’t good enough, they’d . . . let me do what I wanted instead.”

      “And what is that, exactly?”

      Cuckoo brightens. “You want to stay here?”

      “No,” Wren says, and Cuckoo’s face falls. “I’m moving to Japan.”

      She may as well have said, “I’m going to the moon.”

      “What?” Starling says. “How can you move to Japan?”

      “I’ll teach English.” Wren’s voice is wavering; this clearly hasn’t gone how she wanted. “I want to live out there.”

      “You can do that after,” Crow says. “Why give up Cambridge? I don’t get it.”

      “You wouldn’t,” Wren says. “This is what I want. Me. Not you, Crow, or my parents. These past few months have changed something in me, made me see things differently. This is my life. No one else’s. I thought you’d all be happy for me.”

      Crow is crushed, furious. The cider can she is holding crinkles under her tight grasp, and she bites down hard on her bottom lip, probably to stop herself from saying something she’ll regret later. Starling looks bewildered, and Cuckoo is staring down at her shoes. But I understand perfectly what Wren is talking about. It’s how I felt arguing with Patricia before we came out. We’re learning what freedom is, and we want it to stay that way.

      A roar of thunder from outside interrupts us, and I seize the opportunity.

      “There must be a storm,” I say. “Why don’t we watch it from the roof? There’s that balcony up there. We haven’t been in the attic yet. We can take the drinks up, make tonight a proper celebration.”

      “Or commiseration,” Cuckoo says, but now she really is joking.

      “We got that man out of our house. It’s a celebration all round.”

      “What about the lightning?” Wren whispers.

      “Only two or three people are killed each year by lightning,” Starling says, because of course she knows that. “Even if we had a direct strike, most of us would be alright!”

      “Crow?” I say, because she hasn’t spoken.

      She is twirling a lock of hair in her hand, gazing off into the distance, but snaps to attention at her name. “Right. Whatever. We’ll go up there.”

      We finish our first set of cans, I return the rest of the drinks to my backpack, hitch it on my shoulders, then lead the way. We’re still on a phone ban thanks to Starling’s paranoia, but in recompense she’s brought her torch again. It lights the way brilliantly, a steady beam, and the encroaching darkness around it is unable to penetrate.

      Once upon a time, this place must have been so grand. A home for a proper Victorian upper-class family, with servants and everything. It has decayed in the years since, original features ripped out or left to rot, and there are signs from when it was an assisted-living home, with extra bars for support along the banister and sterile-looking decor. Upstairs has more furniture left behind, as if the removal people couldn’t be bothered and left half a job. Along the corridor, with fake, dusty plants and cheap plastic painting reproductions on the walls, is the telltale square indent of an attic above, and a hanging string waiting to be pulled.

      “I’m surprised they didn’t cut it off,” Starling says. “Prevent people from getting up there.”

      “Well, we don’t know if we’ll be able to just yet,” I say.

      I’m the tallest, so I tell the others to stand back, and stretch up on my toes to pull the cord. At first it’s stiff and refuses to budge, but after another particularly hard pull, the latch suddenly comes loose, and a stepladder comes down, barely missing hitting me by inches. A shower of dust falls down with it, making me cough and covering me in a fine layer that turns to brown smudges as I try and wipe it off.

      “Great,” I groan. “I like this outfit too.”

      “But you did it!” Starling squeals. “We can get up there now.”

      “Do you think there will be spiders?” Cuckoo hides her face.

      “Now that might be a bit more common than lightning strikes, I’m afraid!”

      Finally, Crow cracks a smile again. My plan might just be working.

      It’s funny, I took the role of peacemaker as more of a burden before. Since everything, maybe it does mean more to me than I realized. I don’t want to head to London with any bad vibes between us. We’re in this for good.

      The attic is full of cobwebs, enough to make me nervous. I’m expecting a treasure trove of abandoned goodies, but sadly other than a few boxes of old files, there isn’t much. There is the entrance to the balcony, though, at the end, stiff double doors that open inward and take all of us pulling together to open.

      There’s no rain or wind; what I hoped was a storm is more of a vague rumbling. There must have been rain while we were inside because the balcony is wet. It’s too small to fit all of us comfortably, but on the other side is a flat roof among the sloping slates.

      “Shall we?” I say, indicating my head toward it.

      “Over the balcony?” Wren says. “Isn’t that dangerous?”

      “Oh, come on, Wren.” I lift a leg up and place my foot on the stone ledge, secretly impressed with my flexibility. “Isn’t that what we’ve been doing this whole time? Living dangerously?”

      “Let’s do it,” Crow says, and there’s that look again, the one we all get, when that other part of ourselves is awakened.

      I’m not even sure if it’s sleeping anymore. We’ve woken it for good, and trying to tame it is going to be the problem.

      The balcony railing is less sturdy than I’m expecting, but I make it across without an issue. The roof is made up of slats and terra-cotta tiles, and it’s not super high, but I still feel a sense of vertigo. It levels out in front of the balcony, a rectangle long enough for us all to sit on, which accommodates the windows below. It’s only slightly slippery. The others follow close behind, whispering and giggling. When I finally sit down, I’m surprised to find my legs shaking slightly.

      The view isn’t anything spectacular. Rows of houses, a grassy field, then warehouses in the distance. But above is the night sky, some stars peeking through, the moon a watchful companion. I take a deep breath, and the air is fresher up here, even though I think that must be my mind playing tricks, because we’re hardly miles above the ground, probably only forty feet. I don’t care. I breathe in and out, and soon enough the five of us are sitting in a row, and the cider cans and the vodka bottle come out again, and we’re all drinking, and a serene calmness envelopes me.

      “You know, if it hadn’t been for school getting canceled, there’s no way we’d be doing this,” I say. “In some ways . . . I’m glad.”

      “If school hadn’t been canceled, there’s no way we would have done any of what we did.” Cuckoo hugs her knees into her chest, staring straight ahead. “I would never have been able to do that without you guys. Hugo Fletcher. He’s dead because of us. And I . . .” Her shoulders start to shake. “Thank you.”

      “We’d do anything for each other,” Wren says.

      Cuckoo is crying. I’ve never seen Cuckoo cry, not even when she tells us about her mum. Not even when Hugo Fletcher lay dead between us.

      “Happy tears,” she says, and I believe her. “I just wish Dad and Carly and Dean could know. I won’t tell them!” she adds, to our alarmed faces. “I just wish they could.”

      “He deserved what he got,” Wren says, a surprising viciousness in her tone that I’ve never heard before.

      “He deserved what he got,” Starling repeats, like a chant.

      He deserved what he got, he deserved what he got, he deserved what he got.

      If that makes us bad, so be it.

      “How could we not stay in touch?” Crow says. “Look at the secrets we share.”

      “Come on, everyone drink to that bastard being in the dirt,” I say. “You can sleep easy knowing the world is a better place without him.”

      Cuckoo’s eyes shine. “Exactly.”

      We all drink, but Crow glugs hers down for ages, wiping her mouth with embarrassment when she sees us all staring.

      “Alright, drinking isn’t half bad,” Crow admits.

      “Check out Crow!” Cuckoo says. “She’ll be down the pub before we know it!”

      “God, no.”

      “Admit you’re turning to the dark side!”

      “I think we’re already there.” I lift up my can of cider. “Whatever we want to do, we can bloody well do it. We’re not going to let anything stop us. Wren goes to Japan. I go to London. Crow is off to Durham, Starling is off to Exeter. Cuckoo is—” Cuckoo is what, exactly? I have to scramble to think of something, and in this brief pause, Cuckoo exhales, a puff of laughter. “Cuckoo is going to get a fantastic job and will probably be the manager by next year and will be kept busy going all around the world visiting us! And she’s going to be so successful she’ll be the one to buy Bishop’s House! So, a toast to us, and fuck everyone else. Nothing is going to stop us from achieving what we want.”

      Everyone raises their ciders. It’s not classy, we’re not clinking champagne glasses in an expensive bar, we’re on top of the roof of an abandoned house in the middle of the night with a six-pack of cider that cost less than a tenner, but God, it’s brilliant.

      “To Shakespeare’s Bitches,” I declare. “May we conquer the world and have a good time doing it and stay friends forever.”

      “To Shakespeare’s Bitches! To being a journalist!” Starling shouts.

      Crow joins in too. “To being an author!”

      “To living in Japan!” Wren says.

      “To being a supermodel!” I yell.

      “To being friends forever,” Cuckoo says.

      On a whim, instead of taking a sip, I down my entire can. It is sweet and sour all at once but glides easily down my throat, and everyone begins chanting my name and cheering me on, and when I’ve finished and let out a huge burp, they all squeal and call me disgusting and brilliant, and I feel entirely electric. The alcohol has made my stomach warm, and I take another swig of vodka to finish off, and all at once that burning feeling makes me even more alive. A current runs up and down my arms, and before I know it, I’m dancing across the roof, singing at the top of my voice.

      “Goldie!” Crow chastises. “Be careful!”

      “Come on!” I reply. “Join me!”

      And then we’re all doing it. Cuckoo and Wren join hands and spin each other, Starling downs her drink too and skips along the roof, Crow lets loose and starts singing. We all inevitably begin belting our favorite songs full-force, and none of us are going to be winning any singing contests anytime soon. But our drunken, happy screeches might as well be opera with how much they fill me with joy.

      Here we all are, and nothing is scary anymore.

      Yes—this is the happiest I’ve ever been.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-THREE

          

          
            WREN

          

        

      

    

    
      I don’t need tactics to keep calm anymore. I am changed, I am better, I am a whole new person. It’s this I am thinking of, this very thought, when Goldie screams.

      And then I hear a sickening thud, like rocks into dust.

      We stagger to the edge of the roof, one slip away from further chaos.

      Down, down below, we see Goldie crumpled in a heap on the ground.

      She is lying there and she isn’t moving.

      Time slows to a standstill. I always read that in books, and the idea that time can do anything except continue as it always does makes me roll my eyes. Stupid, made-up story stuff. Or in films, when they use slow motion or freeze-frames. Real life isn’t like that. Time is time. We killed a man and time didn’t change. We cheered and the earth kept spinning.

      I am wrong. There is slow motion around me as my brain tries to compute what I am looking at. It travels backward too. Goldie is next to me, drinking her can of cider and downing it while we all cheer. I am telling everyone that I am not going to Cambridge. We are dancing across the roof. Stupid, reckless, but we’re invincible, aren’t we? We’re young, and young people don’t get hurt. And then time rattles back into the present, emphasizing the agonizing slowness of our movements. Crow, stumbling backward, seeking the comfort of the balcony railing. Cuckoo, dropping her cider and its contents exploding upward, spilling across the roof. Starling is shaking her head, mouthing something, but if it’s silent or spoken I cannot tell, because time seems to have messed with my hearing too. There is a buzz, a vibration, and it’s all I can process. Even my tinnitus is gone, replaced by this thrum. I look down at Goldie and half expect her to reverse too, come flying back up and land beside us. She is a freeze-frame that never ends.

      The normal flow of time returns as harshly as it vanished, and sound is violently in my ears again, the gasps and choking breaths of my friends, the awful, ever-present silence of the rest of the world. They have no idea what has happened. That Goldie was dancing only seconds ago and now she’ll never dance again.

      “Goldie?” Cuckoo is the first to speak. “Goldie?”

      “She isn’t moving,” Crow says. “She isn’t moving!”

      Can we only speak in echoes?

      Cuckoo runs for the balcony, hitching herself over and disappearing into the attic. For once, I don’t wait for the others to follow; I’m right behind her. My palms are slippery with sweat, and my foot stumbles and misses the edge of the balcony on the first try, and my heart lifts, and I think I’m going to end up like Goldie. But somehow we make it, all of us, over the balcony and into the attic and then down and outside to the safety of the ground below, and Goldie is there in front of us, and we can’t take a step farther, each of us rooted to the spot.

      “Goldie,” Starling says again. And then, voice strained, “Please.”

      “No,” Cuckoo whispers. “This isn’t real. This isn’t happening.”

      She walks over to Goldie carefully, as if a sudden action might startle her.

      “Don’t move her!” Starling shouts as Cuckoo reaches out. “She can’t—you can’t . . .”

      “What?” Cuckoo says. “This is Goldie. She needs our help.” She touches her neck for a pulse. “I can’t feel anything. I don’t even know if this is the right place.”

      We murdered Hugo Fletcher, and we didn’t check for a pulse. We didn’t want any sign of one. If we were witches, we’d have danced a circle around him and sang out curses.

      Here is our friend, and we are suddenly lost.

      Goldie’s eyes are wide open, unblinking, her mouth a silent scream.

      “She is dead,” I say, because Cuckoo can’t seem to. My voice is detached from the rest of me, which seems to be melting on the spot. I realize that’s because my knees are buckling, and I collapse to the ground, the old gravel path scratching against my legs.

      “What happened?” Cuckoo says. “Did anyone see?”

      I can still feel the alcohol in my throat and belly, the fuzziness in my head that is rapidly sobering, but my brain is out of sync, processing things on a delay. We’re all drunk. I look at Crow swaying, Starling’s glazed eyes, Cuckoo and her trembling hands.

      Starling is thinking the same. “We were drunk. Goldie must have slipped. Fallen.”

      “And there’s no chance?” Cuckoo whispers. Her question is directed at me, I realize, and I shake my head, even though she is the one at Goldie’s neck.

      We all come, a parade of fingers checking for a pulse, an action we have seen in films and television and read about in books but never had to do for real. Would Goldie have reacted better than us? Would she have brought us together, as she always did, and we’d have some semblance of sanity? Am I thinking of her in the past tense already?

      Cuckoo takes her phone out of her pocket.

      Starling gasps when she sees it. “Why do you have that? We’re meant to leave our phones at home!”

      “I have it switched off. I’m turning it on.”

      “You can’t!” She snatches the phone from her hands before she can do anything.

      “Starling, give that back! I’m calling an ambulance.”

      “If you call an ambulance, they’ll know we were here.”

      “What?”

      “The paramedics! Everyone. The police will be involved. We’ll get into trouble.”

      “Who cares? Goldie is dead. We need to report it.”

      “Now hold on.” Starling is tentative, eyes darting between us all. “No one knows we’re out here, right? No one has told anyone?”

      “Goldie’s aunt,” I say.

      “But Goldie didn’t say that any of us were involved,” Starling murmurs. “Or where exactly she was going.”

      “What’s your point?” Cuckoo asks impatiently.

      “No one knows we’re here,” Starling says. “As far as everyone is concerned, we’re tucked up in bed, fast asleep.”

      “Wait,” Cuckoo says. “Just what are you implying?”

      I know what Starling is implying. I bite my lip so hard I taste iron in my mouth.

      Cuckoo turns to Crow. “Crow, you’re not on board with this, right?”

      “Maybe we should think about what Goldie would want,” Crow mumbles. “I don’t know if it’s such a bad idea.”

      “What?” Cuckoo whispers. “How can you say that? Goldie is our friend.”

      “And we have to think about our futures,” Crow says. “You were the one convincing me of this before! You know I’m right.”

      Cuckoo’s eyes darken. “I can’t believe this.”

      Hugo Fletcher hangs between us, a stubborn ghost.

      “Do you want the police to find out?” Starling says. “Would Goldie want that?”

      “Think about your future, Cuckoo,” I say. “What you need to protect. That’s what we all need to do. Protect each other.”

      “We didn’t protect Goldie,” Cuckoo says, but she backs down at last. “And if we don’t call the police, what do we do right now?”

      Another silence. Cuckoo knows the answer—she wants one of us to say it.

      I surprise myself. “We have to bury her. She has to go missing, just like Hugo.”

      “Yes,” Starling says.

      “The fucking spades,” Cuckoo says. “Goldie herself pointed them out, that first time we broke into the basement. We’re going to have to use them.”

      “Where should we . . .” Crow’s words trail off.

      Starling is our expert, her true crime knowledge coming in clutch again. “At the back, between the trees. No one has disturbed this house in decades, but if they did, they hopefully wouldn’t be pulling up the trees anyway. She has to go there.”

      A flash of lightning reminds us there was once a storm. Our faces illuminate, the shadows dancing across them turning them into something frightful. Monstrous.

      Are we monsters?

      I remember these are the girls who told Stacey Fulham to fuck off when she tried picking on me, who let me copy their homework when Mum and Dad were going through their tough time, who send me funny videos and messages to read at night because they know I won’t be sleeping. They saved up together for my last birthday to buy me a Death Note notebook, and it’s still sitting pristine and untouched in my room because I dare not write some rubbish in there and spoil it. These are the girls who have brought me out of my comfort zone, who have dared me to do stupid and brilliant things. These are the girls who helped Cuckoo get revenge for her mother so she could see justice at last.

      It is Cuckoo who checks Goldie for her phone, whispering something we can’t hear to her. Goldie’s phone is in her pocket, but mercifully switched off.

      “She didn’t listen,” Starling says. “She brought hers too.”

      “It’s better this way,” I say. “We can . . . get rid of it.”

      “We need to destroy it,” Starling says.

      Cuckoo thrusts the phone at her. “Then you do it. Wren, help me with the shovels.”

      When I was a kid, I’d invent characters in times of stress. When my parents argued long into the night, I’d pretend I was Wendy, flying away with Peter Pan to a land no parents ever walked. When I was crossing a busy street, I became the road safety hedgehog and danced along quite happily. Now, I can’t conjure up anyone. I am Wren. I am shaking. I take a rusty shovel in my hands, and I dig a hole to put my best friend into.

      “Her bracelet?” I whisper. Her pride and joy. It seems wrong, so wrong that this beautiful gift should be in the dirt.

      But then, it is so wrong that Goldie is there too.

      “She would want it with her,” Cuckoo says. “Nobody touch it.”

      And so the bracelet stays.

      “We go home, we don’t say anything,” Starling says, when the dreadful deed is done. We are all out of breath, we are sweating, we are dirty. “When Goldie is . . . When she is reported missing, we act shocked. Like it’s the first we’re hearing of it.”

      “She’d want us not to get in trouble,” Crow says, more to herself than to the rest of us.

      “This has to be part of the pact,” Starling says. She raises her pinkie. “We never breathe a word about this either.”

      Crow raises her pinkie. “Agreed.”

      “Agreed,” Cuckoo says, reluctantly, her finger joining theirs. She is crying again. Funny to think, before all of this, I never saw her cry.

      They turn to me, waiting for me to say it. They are Starling, Cuckoo, and Crow, but they’re changed. Their features are sharper. They are teeth and claws.

      “Agreed,” I say, and I link my finger, and we are at once complete and incomplete. Four where we should be five. We are teeth and claws.

      We leave as silently as the streets. Dawn is breaking, and the birds are oddly silent. The temperature is warm, the sky clear and pink. Someone, somewhere, is breathing in the fresh air, thinking what a beautiful day this will be.

      When I reach my bedroom, I catch sight of the gnome I stole from the garden we destroyed together, arrogant and smirking, and throw it out the window, watching it smash into smithereens on the ground below.
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      We expected Goldie to be national news the very next day, the moment Patricia realized she was gone. We expected police to come knocking on all our doors and our story to quickly crumble. Goldie would be found within hours, and our futures would be over because then the whole damn mess would come tumbling out.

      Two bodies—how does one group of girls come to hide two bodies?

      But it didn’t happen like that.

      It was me, in the end, that raised the alarm. Goldie, of course, hadn’t messaged us in two days. It would have been suspicious not to go round and check if she was alright. Patricia answered the door unbothered until I told her we hadn’t heard from her, and finally a flicker of concern crossed her face. She had been convinced, she said, that Goldie was with one of us after their argument.

      This was it, I thought. Full-scale investigation time, like the kind in documentaries and podcasts. A committed detective who would stop at nothing to find her. Now we had to prepare ourselves.

      That’s not what happened either.

      Patricia had her five minutes on the local news. I watched her, speaking to the camera with red eyes and a wrinkled tissue in hand, and the journalist asked sympathetic questions, and she gave such basic answers. She doesn’t know Goldie at all. She said Goldie wanted to be a model, but she didn’t tell the world that Goldie lived and breathed it. She didn’t tell the world that Goldie once ran away because she wanted her mother to come home that much.

      But Patricia must have told the police because it’s all they think happened. That she has run away again. Patricia spent the entire segment asking Goldie to get in touch, to let the authorities know she’s alright.

      She didn’t ask her to come home.

      Will Goldie’s mother find out somehow? Will she return, twenty years from now, seeking to make amends, and find out her daughter died decades ago, and she wasn’t there?

      I convinced everyone to delete our group chat messages, sure there must be an investigation ongoing that hasn’t been revealed to the public. We were questioned, very briefly, by the police, but it’s not as though we were suspects. They just wanted information about Goldie, where she might be, what she’s like. They didn’t consider us at all, and they didn’t come back with any more questions.

      After weeks of nothing, Crow calls.

      “Starling?” she says when I answer, not waiting for me to talk. “The police can’t trace this, right?”

      “No. They’d have to access our phones, and even then they’d only see you phoned me. Nothing else.”

      “They’ve changed the results,” Crow says. “For our A levels. They announced it today. We’re getting teacher-assessed grades after all.”

      Another thing has been changed in an instant, a click of fingers and our futures reshaped once more, and within a week of shattering them previously. Crow has been proven right to worry, as originally our grades had been decided differently on Results Day, at the whim of people long out of exams. Crow cried when she found out, when the A grades she had studied and prepared for and would have certainly achieved in her exams anyway were turned to three B’s and a C. A C! It was inexplicable; she had never seen a C in her life. And Cuckoo, who never tried too hard but would have nailed the exams in a way that would have driven us all mad: four C’s. Wren and I fared better, we had two of our A grades awarded to us, and then two B’s. Everything was thrown into question. There was outcry, especially when certain schools seemed to not be affected by this decision to even the average with the previous year.

      And now, it is changed again. Righted, but not without cost. Nothing is without cost.

      “Durham for you, then?” I say.

      “If I can get my place back,” she says, ever the pessimist.

      There is a pause. Is she thinking what I am: Why are we talking about results when Goldie is dead and we are the only ones who know?

      “She died right away, didn’t she?” she whispers, reading my mind. “I keep . . . I keep worrying that she . . .”

      “She died right away,” I tell Crow, even though I have no idea. “That height—it’d be impossible. She didn’t . . . suffer.”

      I hear Crow exhale over the phone. “That’s something, isn’t it?”

      “Yes.”

      “The Daily Mail ran an article about her today. Have you seen it?”

      They have? On my desk, my laptop is on sleep, bursting to life with a wave on the trackpad. “No. I’m looking it up now.”

      “It’s not . . .” Crow hesitates. “It doesn’t say anything new. Just states that she had an argument with Patricia, went out, never came back. And that she was an aspiring model, with a photo Patricia must have provided. I wonder if she got paid for it.”

      “Probably,” I say bitterly.

      “Don’t . . . don’t read the comments,” Crow says. “They’re not . . . very nice.”

      So naturally this is where I first look. I scroll past the awful headline: aspiring model in her prime disappears, and head straight for the comments at the bottom of the page. I’m expecting dozens, but there are only seven.

      
        
        Aspiring model??? She’ll be lucky to be on Love Island in a few years

      

        

      
        Runaway, probably on drugs

      

        

      
        Why do chavs all have this same look??

      

        

      
        Let’s not waste police resources on this, please, it’s obvious she’s run away and selfishly not telling anyone. It’s what she deserves for being out during lockdown.

      

        

      
        Too thin, looks nasty

      

        

      
        Poor girl.

      

        

      
        All she has to do to disguise herself is take the cakeload of makeup off!!

      

      

      Goldie has always been beautiful. All of us agreed. But now I stare at her picture with different eyes. Yes, she wears a lot of makeup—aren’t you supposed to if you want to look good? Maybe her foundation is slightly orange, but the stuff that matches your skin tone is expensive. Her curls are scraped back into a high ponytail in this picture, which isn’t her best look. But are hoop earrings chavvy? Goldie isn’t a chav. Is she? I stare at her clothes, the pink tracksuit she loved to wear, scuffed at the sleeves, and what was once cute and stylish morphs into cheap and tacky.

      I shake my head. No. These comments are horrible. They’re just trolls. And what does it matter if she is? What does that have to do with her being missing?

      Further down the article is the photo of the five of us winning the poetry competition, the same one Miss White has pinned to her classroom wall. I wonder if the school provided them a copy. Seeing the five of us laughing and smiling together makes me want to throw up.

      “They all think she’s run away,” Crow says, and I jump. She’s still on the phone. “You read the comments, didn’t you?”

      “Everyone thinks it,” I whisper.

      “That’s good, right?” she asks, the shame of her words evident even through the call. “That’s what we wanted?”

      Is it?

      Is this really the outcome we desired?

      “It’s nothing like Hugo,” I say.

      Because Hugo did make it to the news in the end, and then he was everywhere. His wife with her peroxide-blonde hair and his father with the same piercing green eyes as his son have been interviewed on multiple news stations. The police are sparing no effort or expense. A reward has been launched, a website, a social media campaign.

      “They’re still talking about him,” Crow says. “He was on the news again last night. Instead of Goldie.”

      As time goes on, she disappears completely. The police claim they are still looking into her case, but it’s obvious no resources are put into it. She’s been written off as a runaway. And the lies that are told in the comments that exist on the few news articles astonish me: Her aunt murdered her; she ran away with a secret boyfriend; she was groomed by a teacher; she fell for a modeling scam and is now a victim of sex trafficking. The most outlandish theories, all complete nonsense, and all written as if fact.

      They make up things about Goldie herself too. She was angry, she was lonely, she was hooked on drugs and alcohol (all this based on Patricia saying she stole bottles of vodka from the cupboard). She wanted to be a model because she was failing her exams, never mind that she got her grades changed to three A’s in the end, and she never cared about her results anyway. They say she lived in a rough area, and the people are dangerous, when they know nothing about the community. She lived above an old woman, for God’s sake. They act as if her life was at stake every time she walked outdoors.

      Goldie becomes a footnote, one of the thousands of people who go missing every year. One of the ones who never turns up, but nothing is done anyway.

      The incompetence of it, the willingness to sweep her under the rug like nothing, stirs something in me, the same feelings I had about the girl who went missing years ago. I won’t be like that. If it was me, I’d have found out that Goldie was there with her four friends that night. That they know what happened, and they ran away.

      We got away with it. With everything.

      Cuckoo doesn’t suggest sneaking out again. The group chat, Goldie a lingering ghost, is abandoned. Bishop’s House sits empty, Goldie left behind in its grounds. The four of us collectively, implicitly, agree to move on somehow, without her and without each other. Goldie is never found, so she never gets to have a funeral. She said once she wanted to be cremated. I’d like to take her ashes, spread them over the places in London Goldie always envisioned visiting. But she won’t have ashes. She’ll crumble and decay like many undiscovered bodies, and we have to let it happen.

      The world returns to normal. Our weird, wonderful, fatal summer is over.

      The pleasure that flourished in my chest these past few months is replaced by an odd sort of anxiety, a heavy weight I can’t seem to shift. We were genuinely wild, both repulsive and thrilling, and perhaps that’s why, in the end, it had to stop like it did.

    

  


  
    
      When people stayed home during lockdown, birds came out of their hiding places and explored the world. In urban areas, where before they had been scarce, birds flocked together and enjoyed a space without fear.

      Some birds, after years of singing the same tune, altered their songs. The change was almost immediate, as if they had been waiting, all along, for this moment. Others grew quiet, no longer needing to scream above noise, and a few sang entirely new melodies.

      Freedom. At last.

      Of course, when people emerged from their isolation, when society returned to how it had been, many of the birds retreated. Accepted defeat. Forgot their new songs and returned to their old ones.

      But not all of them.

      Some birds were changed forever.
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          2027

        

      

    

    
      There’s a special providence in the fall of a sparrow.

      
        
        —William Shakespeare, Hamlet

      

      

    

  


  
    
      There is a big difference between the missing and the dead.

      Dead is dead. Finished. There is no more to be done, nothing left to discover. The dead person cannot change anything. Their family and friends have a chance to mourn, to hold a funeral, to try and live their lives without them. When someone is dead, however much people may or may not want them to be, there is no getting around this fact. They have, most important of all, closure.

      But when someone is missing, they become punctuation. A question mark, rhetorical, never answered unless they are found. And so many people, it seems, are never found. This might be through choice—they have run away, started a new life, escaped a terrible past—or it might be through force—they were kidnapped, attacked, buried in a forgotten spot in the hopes of never being discovered—but either one means they may never be found again. And indeed, there is a third option: pure accident, a decision or consequence that has meant they have fallen between the cracks, purely coincidentally. People fall into the sea and are never rescued. There are people caught on camera walking into one place and never emerging from the exits. Whatever the reason for their disappearance, they are now in a state of limbo. Schrödinger’s person, alive and dead, dead and alive, and impossible to know which.

      Such a state of living, for those left behind to wonder, is unbearable. What happened to them? Was it at this time? Was it something dreadful, or are they perhaps out there, happy and healthy and somehow okay?

      Scenarios run through your head: On a birthday, they will send me some kind of message. I will spend all day looking out for one. That didn’t work? It will next year. Or maybe Christmas, or Valentine’s Day, or Mother’s Day, or Father’s Day, or, or, or . . .

      Nothing. But that’s alright. It doesn’t mean anything. They might still come back.

      There are stories, aren’t there, of people locked away for decades, who are then found again? Maybe that will happen. But no, not to my loved one. They won’t have such horrors. If it meant I could see them again, would I really want that? So then, stop it, focus on the positive. Others say you have to move on, but they don’t understand. Life has become an inhale of breath, anticipating an exhale of relief that never comes. There is no moving on from breathing.

      As you can see, this state of uncertainty is rather uncomfortable. It does not allow someone to live a normal life. Feelings are bottled up as the pressure of conforming to what society expects eventually becomes the new way of pretending, but underneath, there they are, bubbling and bubbling and bubbling.

      
        
        For a charm of powerful trouble,

        Like a hell-broth boil and bubble.

      

      

      It’s enough to make one mad.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-FIVE

          

          
            WREN

          

        

      

    

    
      In Kyoto, there are streets with rivers running between them. The occasional small bridge connects both sides, but otherwise you pick one and walk along it. If it is quiet enough, you can hear the trickling of water. At night, streetlamps glow and reflect back on the surface, like large fireflies. The air smells of food, and locals and tourists alike are walking along, choosing where to enjoy their evening.

      There are no goldfinches in Kyoto.

      I don’t know this for sure; I have looked it up online, and while there are other finches, I am assured that gold is one that is not native.

      That would be a relief.

      “Miss.”

      I would not need much space—a studio. A tiny kitchen. As long as I have my books and my view of the river. As long as I step outside and I am not here. Because right now I am not in Kyoto walking those streets.

      “Miss!”

      I am an English teacher in a comprehensive school only ten minutes’ drive down the road from the one I attended as a pupil.

      And my students are trying to get my attention.

      “Yes?” I say, shaking all thoughts of Kyoto away. “What is it?”

      “We finished the worksheet, like, ages ago.” This is Melanie, the spokesperson for a class of Year Nines who are more silent than most.

      A quick glance at my computer tells me there are still fifteen minutes left of the lesson. Too long to begin packing away. Too short for something completely new.

      “Right then.” Macbeth is our topic for the term; there is not the same anguish and agony I remember from when I studied it. Cuckoo reading out Lady Macbeth in her dramatic style and yet making it so real, and then Goldie and her powerful Macbeth⁠—

      Well. It is not like that here. The words are read stilted and unsure; they stumble in most parts; they don’t understand where to place emphasis. The power of passages becomes limp, and the characters refuse to leap from the page. When Macbeth did the dreaded deed, there was no reaction, their eyes following along the script with as much enthusiasm as for any other moment, as if they weren’t really reading at all.

      “How do we feel about their different responses to the murder of their king?” I ask. “Macbeth was reluctant, and now triumphant. Lady Macbeth was the one pushing him to do it, and now suffers the most guilt.”

      Crow would be all over this. I picture her at the front of the class, exercise book crammed with notes, worksheet neatly filled in with far too much detail, her hand waving aggressively in the air. Cuckoo would wait for her answer, then stick her hand up for an immediate rebuttal whether she believed in it or not. Starling would join the debate then, adding some particularly gruesome angle. I’d stay quiet, dutifully noting all of their good points down, following along with my own argument in my head. And Goldie would only join in if provoked, then say the smartest point of all.

      Stop it. That’s twice Goldie has come into my head today. And now the others too.

      “What do we think?” I press when no one volunteers an answer.

      They are a class of wrens, peering up at me, fear in their eyes that they might be chosen for a response.

      Melanie cautiously raises her hand.

      “Yes, Melanie?”

      “This wasn’t on the worksheet,” she says, and I deflate.

      “No,” I say. “It wasn’t. Why don’t we go through those questions instead?”

      Later, when the class has gone and the day is done and I am at my desk answering emails, there is a knock at my door. Shelley, second in the department, comes bump-first into my room. She is due at the end of the month, but looks ready to pop any minute. She’s nice enough, but I can’t help bracing myself for whatever she has to say. When I first arrived, I didn’t think I’d be here long, didn’t make much of an effort with the rest of the staff, and it’s meant I’m often left to my own devices. Don’t join them for lunch or break, don’t work in their rooms after school where more conversation is done than marking. After three years, it’s become too awkward to mend. I am polite, they are polite, but we are not friends.

      “Before you go,” she says, “I wanted to say what a great job you’ve been doing this year. Maggie and I are really happy with your progress.”

      Maggie, Head of Department. Rarely seen without a cup of coffee in hand and always rushing about. She teaches like she’s late for something, all hands and gestures and words pouring out of her mouth at speed, but she gets great results. The idea of the two of them sitting and discussing me fills me with dread, even more so because it’s positive.

      Three years. Fully qualified. What am I doing?

      “Anyway,” Shelley says, “that’s all for now. Keep up the good work. Have a nice evening!”

      She’s gone as quickly as she arrived, door clicking shut behind her. I close my eyes and imagine rivers, trickling water, night sky. I open them and spy tinsel falling down from where it has been pinned on the whiteboard and correct it. Outside the windows it is four o’clock and already dark. My face in the reflection is too solemn; my lips stretch into a smile.

      Christmas soon. Another year gone. Another year without her.

      Without all of them, really.

      The windscreen is iced over when I reach my car, and I have to sit for ages with the engine running. The low petrol light is on, which means I’ll have to top up another tenner on the way home, and the masking tape holding up the glove compartment has peeled off, making it hang loose, some of the contents fallen into the foot space below. But I force my smile back on when another teacher gives me a wave as they walk past, only letting it drop when they’ve driven away, unaffected by the frost.

      As if to add a cherry on top, my phone starts ringing and it is my mother.

      I could ignore it, but she will call again. And again. I would be delaying the inevitable.

      “Mum,” I say when I answer her. “Hello.”

      “Hello.”

      A pause, as if she expects me to talk, as if I am the one who called her. I know her games though, so I wait her out.

      “How was school?”

      “Good. My second in department praised me today.”

      “I should think so. You’re a Cambridge graduate. You’re wasted at a place like that. I still think you should at least apply for that job going at the grammar.”

      Two minutes, that’s all it took. Two minutes and here is the Cambridge degree and what a failure I am for working at a local comprehensive.

      “I already told you, they’re looking for people with PhDs.”

      “You could get a PhD. Go back to Cambridge, and⁠—”

      “Is this why you’ve called? To talk about that job?”

      “No, as a matter of fact. It’s about Bishop’s House.”

      Bishop’s House, Bishop’s House, Bishop’s House.

      I am instantly transported. Thick, dark nights, creaking floors, sparkling wallpaper, rocking chairs, china dolls, old newspapers. Laughter and whispers and dares and thrills. Focus on that, focus on nothing else. But of course, it is impossible. There is despair and tears and pain and that scream—that scream is the worst—and there are dirty nails, there is mud and dirt and aching arms and sore backs and shovels and a body, her body, down in the ground among the gnarled trees.

      Our haunted nest.

      We never returned. We were never together again. Crow and Starling and I went to university, and Cuckoo went to work. We couldn’t face each other because in each of our eyes we saw her. And we wanted to forget. Desperately wanted to not be reminded of her.

      It hasn’t worked. For me at least. Perhaps the others are leading full, enriched lives. Perhaps they don’t see Goldie in fragments. Ten steps ahead, or turned away from me, or in the corner of my eye, or passing me by through shadows and mirrors, her long, golden hair all I can see, as she never shows me her face. I find her in shopping centers, girls with blonde hair who blink, startled at me when I dart in front of them to prove to myself it isn’t her, women in the street who clutch their handbags tighter at my frantic expression. But of course none of them are Goldie.

      She is dead.

      Mocking me, she walks by the defrosting windscreen, too blurred to be seen properly.

      “What’s happened to Bishop’s House?” I say. “Why would I care about that place?”

      “No need to be snippy. You seemed to care the last time it almost sold.”

      “Almost sold?” I repeat, heart pounding.

      Not again. Not again.

      She draws in a long breath. “You’ll be happy to know, after so many years, that your mother has finally sold it! I cinched the deal. I’ll be getting a big commission. This time, I waited until keys were exchanged before celebrating. Isn’t that fantastic? And it’s indeed getting completely demolished and rebuilt.”

      My heart is so loud I turn to look at my driver’s-side window in case someone is there, rapping at it to get my attention. But I am alone; it is the thundering of my chest. My mouth is sucked dry. I am glad to be sitting down as otherwise I would fall.

      “Isn’t that brilliant?” Mum continues. “I thought after what happened last time, after Hugo Fletcher went missing, the place was cursed. Aren’t you going to congratulate me?”

      I confronted her when it came out later that Hugo and his wife had been the prospective buyers of Bishop’s House, when she was in front of the television and saw his face on the news. Her disappointment that the sale was off. And I said to her: You realize who that was? That you were selling the house to?

      Of course, she said. But I’m not his friend. It’s just business.

      “Congratulations,” I whisper. You have ruined me.

      I will have to tell them. Call them up, hope they have the same numbers. Speak to them after seven years. Intrude on their lives with the worst thing we ever did.

      And bring us together again.

      Goldie, I am sure, would find this hilarious.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SIX

          

          
            CROW

          

        

      

    

    
      Pumpkin gnocchi, please. No starter for me, thank you. Oh, I’m not that hungry. I had a big lunch. I have an early start tomorrow, so no drinking. Just tap water.

      I have rehearsed these phrases in my head. I studied the menu as soon as it was confirmed which restaurant the office Christmas dinner would be at, and the pumpkin gnocchi (knock-ee, I made sure I pronounced it correctly) was the cheapest item, still at a staggering twenty pounds and fifty pence. The starters are all fourteen or fifteen pounds and the desserts range from anywhere between twelve and fifteen. I can’t not have a main, so they’ve had to be sacrificed. Every single alcoholic drink is another bullet to my bank account, so it’s tap water only. But even though I had my excuses, everyone still looked at me like I’d grown a second head, especially when the waiter brought over their own bottled water and I reminded them that I ordered it from the tap. I’m not paying six pounds for something that’s free.

      The restaurant is gorgeous though. All white tablecloths and candles and someone to greet us at the door. The Christmas decorations are abundant but tasteful, careful golds and silvers and the occasional crimson to make the room sparkle. We are at the long table at the back, and even though I’m on the end, I don’t mind; it was my fault for arriving first, sitting in the middle, and then being pushed along as more and more people took their seats. The food is nice, but not amazing like I imagined. The gnocchi is served with strong mushrooms that are bitter on my tongue, and I end up piling them at the side of my plate. Everyone else has ordered multiple courses and rounds of cocktails, even Nadine and Clare, who work the same marketing job I do, so I have no idea how they’re affording it.

      “What are your plans for Christmas, babe?” Nadine asks me. She calls everyone babe, a fact I learned slightly too late when I returned the favor, thinking we were close friends, and she laughed and laughed.

      “Oh, nothing exciting,” I say. “Just going home, you know. Seeing family. How about you?”

      You know is my new vocal tic. I have noticed the others saying it, noticed the students at university using it as a placeholder, a way of pausing, without sounding unsure. It took a lot of practice, drumming out the ums and ers and uhs from my vocabulary, but I’ve done it.

      “Same, same,” she says. “We’ll go skiing in the New Year, because who doesn’t, but otherwise it’s a dull family affair in the Cornwall house.”

      “I’m going to New York,” Emily says. “My dad has a business trip already scheduled, and it was easy enough for us to tag along.”

      “Wow, that’s amazing!” I say. “I’ve always wanted to go.”

      Emily wrinkles her nose. “You’ve never been? It’s okay, I guess, the first few times. I’m mainly looking forward to the shopping.”

      “And the food, no doubt,” Nadine puts in. “There are some amazing restaurants there.”

      I don’t tell them I’ve never been on a plane, let alone to America. These are conversations I am used to now, after having a crash course at university. The endless discussions around travel and especially food where I have no idea what they’re talking about. I look up the words and phrases I remember later and commit them to memory, but there is always something else, and I am forever playing catch-up. The students at Durham were brutal. I know now they had me sussed out from that first question, the one I didn’t realize was a test: What school did you go to? And I’d say the name of where I went, puzzled why they’d even ask, and immediately they would withdraw, close ranks, know I wasn’t one of them. I thought I could assimilate into the network, but the network was already established before I could even try.

      “Anyone want to join me for a smoke?” Emily asks, turning around in her seat. Her dessert, a delicious-looking cheesecake, has only had two bites out of it, and one of them is still on the fork. She is going to waste it, and it takes everything in me not to ask if I can have it instead. “I’ll be five minutes. We’re splitting the bill, right? Let me know what I owe when I’m back.”

      “Aren’t we just paying for what we ordered?” I mumble when Emily is gone. Nadine is already keen to speak to Duncan and Jack a couple of seats up, but she turns back to me at this, bemused expression on her face.

      “It’s easier to just split it,” she says. “Who cares one way or the other?”

      The thirty pounds in my bank account, maybe. I laugh, but I’m worried it sounds strangled. “I only got the gnocchi. It’s just . . .”

      “Oh.” She looks amazed. “Of course. Everyone!” To my horror, she calls down the table to the rest of the office, knocking so they all turn to her. “Let’s just pay for what we got, yeah? Some people”—she inclines her head toward me—“had less, so let’s make it fair.”

      If the floor would open up and swallow me whole, I would feel nothing but relief.

      “There you go, babe,” she says, after everyone agrees. “Problem solved.”

      “Yes. Thank you.” There is nothing else I can say.

      I don’t follow them to the bar afterward. I think they’re the ones who are relieved. I make my excuses, but they’re not really listening, and most of them don’t even bother saying goodbye. We work for a marketing company that prides itself on feeling like a “family,” and maybe by family they mean the kind that barely talks to one another unless they have to. I joined thinking it would be a community-led kind of job, that I wouldn’t be left out like at university. I didn’t realize most jobs just lie about the kind of places they are. My days are spent either in meetings about an advertising campaign being worked on by people in better positions than me, answering emails, copyediting articles, or writing press release statements.

      It’s not glamorous. It’s not being an author.

      I have managed to avoid my phone all night, determined not to refresh my inbox. Part of me is convinced if I ignore it for long enough, my reward will be an email that doesn’t look like the ones I have already received for my manuscript, a horror novel about a group of women on a wilderness trip.

      Unfortunately I won’t be offering representation at this time . . .

      The marketplace is very subjective and another agent may feel differently . . .

      It is in your best interest if I step aside as I cannot offer my complete passion for this project . . .

      But when I open my phone, there is no email.

      There is, however, a missed call from Wren.

      The bus arrives; I am momentarily distracted. Go through the motions of greeting, ticket request, money, waiting for the ticket to pop out, handed to me by the bus driver, whose hand blocks me from collecting it myself. I stumble down the aisle of the bus, which moves before I am seated, and collapse in a seat at the back, away from anyone else. I am convinced I have imagined the missed call. I’ve been so stressed lately, I’ve made up something even more stressful in my own head.

      I check again and it is still there: 1 missed call, Wren.

      Perhaps it is a mistake. She’ll still have me in her contacts as Crow; maybe she now has a friend or colleague called Cressida, and she’s hit my name just below in error. She saw her mistake and quickly ended the call, but it had already connected.

      Yes. That is what happened.

      So I ignore her, swiping the notification away, checking my emails just in case and finding nothing. Someone has taken the seat next to me, thin and hardly taking up any space. She is wearing black skinny jeans, and her hair is curly, and I know it is Goldie before I even look up at her face.

      “Not today,” I tell her, and she tilts her head at me, questioning. “Please.”

      Goldie is always here, and every time I beg her to leave. I don’t want to talk to her, don’t want to look at her, don’t want to be reminded of how we left her. And yet she still persists in haunting me, determined to break me.

      For once, she obeys; I turn to look out of the window, and there is no one next to me in the reflection, and she doesn’t follow me home.

      Chelsea is on me as soon as I put my key in the door.

      “You’re leaving post in the hall again,” she says, before I even have a chance to step inside. She is ten years older than me, my downstairs neighbor, and I have no idea what she does. Whatever it is, she seems to always have the time to lurk around in our shared hallway, ready to complain about something. Today she is wearing her dungarees, which means she’s been in the garden even though it’s December, muddy patches on her knees. “What have I told you about the post?”

      Chelsea is another tenant, not my landlord. The landlord is a man named Philip who spends his time in Portugal and who I’ve never actually met. But he’s the one who owns this gorgeous Edwardian house, which he has split into two flats, one upstairs, one downstairs, and he’s the one I pay an insane amount to every month for the pleasure of living here.

      It’s too much, but I refuse to live at home. And if people at work want to think I live in this house in its entirety, that I might even own it, that’s fine by me. They’ll never actually be invited inside. They won’t have to suffer Chelsea. Which is a shame because I would love to entertain them. The flat is stunning, all old features and proper floorboards and a new kitchen, exactly the kind of place I deserve, even if it is draining me beyond measure.

      There is a single envelope on the circular table by the front door. It’s a beautiful hallway, with a sweeping staircase that circles around to my flat, and original tiles. The oak table is the only piece of furniture in here, that and a giant fake fern in the empty space under the stairs. The envelope is my internet bill, still coming to me in paper format, no matter how many times I’ve put my settings as paperless.

      Chelsea is the one who puts the post on the circular table and then gets mad about it.

      “I don’t ask for much,” she says, which is a lie. “I want the communal spaces to be tidy. I keep the garden immaculate, and I don’t ask to be paid for that.”

      She is obsessed with the garden. If I take a step out there, she either comes out herself to watch what I’m doing or peers through her kitchen window, waiting for me to make some kind of invented mistake that she can yell at me for.

      I scoop up the envelope now, bone-tired. I don’t want another argument. “I am taking it upstairs. Good night, Chelsea.”

      She is still talking behind me, but I have become very good at tuning people out. Safely inside my flat, I should feel better, but that missed call is all I can think about. If it was Cuckoo, maybe I could excuse it. She’d make that kind of mistake, call someone. I bet she has a million new friends; she was always so good with people. But Wren? Wren is careful. Wren is terrified of one-on-one conversations. Or at least she used to be. If Wren did this, she would have left a message explaining her error. Instead there’s nothing, and that’s so much worse. She called me for a reason, and she probably wants me to call back.

      I won’t. If it is that important, if she truly needs me⁠—

      My phone buzzes in my hand. Wren.

      —she would ring again.

      I accept the call.

      “Crow?” It is her, unmistakably Wren, her soft, almost breathless voice.

      I am straight to the point. “It’s been seven years.”

      “Bishop’s House,” she says. “It’s been bought. At last. They’re going to redevelop the whole place. Tear it down. Make changes to the land. Just like he wanted.”

      Goldie has appeared in my kitchen. She leans against a counter, arms folded. She is not surprised by this news. Of course she knows already. She is not, as my mum used to say when I got nervous about anything, jelly and ice cream, wobbling and cold all over the place.

      Which is exactly how I am now.

      “We need to meet,” Wren continues. “All of us.”

      I look around at my beautiful flat. It has an open-plan kitchen and living room, perfect for entertaining. When I signed the rental contract, I imagined dinner parties in here, evenings with my sophisticated new friends. I bought fancy cutlery and placemats I couldn’t afford, and they’ve been sitting in their packaging, collecting dust at the back of the cupboard.

      “We can meet here,” I say. “Come round mine. I’ll give you the address.”

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER TWENTY-SEVEN

          

          
            STARLING

          

        

      

    

    
      “Hello, everyone, and welcome back to Beating Death, where we mix makeup and murder and delve into the gritty details of both how to look good and escape a serial killer. Today I will be re-creating a red-carpet look while we discuss a female killer. Yes, they do exist, and yes, they’re just as interesting, if not more so, to talk about. Because what makes a woman a killer is often very complicated . . .”

      I press pause. The video has, at this moment, thirteen views and two comments, and one of those comments is from my alternate account. I invested in a proper camera and a proper editing program, and it’s not paying off yet. But at least I look the part now, and that’s half the battle, isn’t it? I just need to go viral somehow, and it’ll all work out in the end.

      The upload was only two hours ago. Thirteen views in that time is actually somewhat of a record. Perhaps this will be the video that does succeed.

      It’s easier to stress about this than to knock on Crow’s door.

      She lives on one of those streets that look fancy on first glance, but further inspection reveals most of the houses have been converted into flats or multiple rooms, and it means the exteriors aren’t looked after. Paint is peeling from the windowsills; green gunk stains the walls underneath the gutters; weeds poke through the dirty paving. There are ugly gray doorbells with names written on stickers that have been replaced hundreds of times on the numerous buttons. Crow’s house, at least, only has two options: her or a woman named Chelsea. I am early, so I have been waiting on the other side of the road, watching my own TikTok. The makeup I spent hours on earlier has been wiped clean for tonight, replaced with a simple concealer and beige lip. And some mascara and eyeliner. It feels both right and wrong to dress up for this because it’s been so long, and I’m dying to know what they all look like now. Crow has an Instagram she never uses, Wren doesn’t have anything, and Cuckoo has Instagram and TikTok, but I’ve only ever caught glimpses of her disguised by sunglasses or a turn of her head. If Goldie was here she’d probably have a professional Instagram account, a true influencer, posting gorgeous photos daily.

      As if she has read my mind, a goldfinch flies by and lands on the garden wall near Crow’s front gate. I watch it for a few seconds, my stomach clenched. It preens itself, sits still for a few seconds, then flies away.

      She always come to me in this way: goldfinches, or a token of them, a painting or poem or photograph. Sometimes I wish I could see the real her, but there are no such things as ghosts. If there were, there are many serial killers who would be endlessly haunted.

      I wait a couple more minutes, then accept I am too early and cross the road and ring her doorbell. It is an unpleasant trill, too high-pitched. The light comes on in the hall and then the door opens and here she is, Crow, in front of me after all these years.

      The similarities are what I see first. The long dark hair, which Crow has clung to like a safety blanket her entire life. Even now she hides behind it slightly, partly covering her face. She is still pale, her eyebrows are still too thick, very nearly joined together but not quite. But she is wearing an orange jumper and ordinary jeans, the kind of bright colors younger Crow would never have been seen dead in. She hasn’t got any shoes on, revealing mismatched socks, another oddity in someone so organized. Even though we’re not beyond twenty-five, she has a wrinkle on her forehead, which deepens as she frowns. No surprise there. A smile was always so rare with her, other than when we . . .

      “Starling,” she says, a name I haven’t heard in so long.

      But we’ll always be birds to each other. I was never going to call her anything but Crow.

      How does she see me? She’s doing the same thing, appraising me, looking me up and down with her intense eyes, but she doesn’t betray a reaction. She steps aside, gesturing me in. “Come on. I’m upstairs. Quick, before she comes out.”

      I have no idea who she is, but I hurry up the stairs regardless. “Am I the first to arrive?” I ask, even though I know I am.

      “Yes.”

      “It’s . . . horrible, isn’t it?”

      “We’ll figure it out,” Crow says. She opens the door to her flat, leading down a small corridor to a warm and bright open-plan living room. There is a bookshelf in the corner of the room, and no television. This comforts me; it is very much the Crow I know. On the other hand, there are empty bottles of wine lined up along her kitchen counter waiting to be taken out for recycling; this is very unlike the Crow I know, who always pulled a face at every drink we tried together.

      “Should I . . . take my shoes off?”

      “Sure.”

      There is a long silence while I untie my laces and tuck my shoes to the side of her sofa. It’s so awkward. Crow and I used to be the closest.

      We should have stayed friends.

      We could have done. But we used university as an excuse, an easy way to “drift apart” without having to blame the real reason.

      “What do you do now?” My voice is practically falsetto. My TikTok voice, my showman voice.

      “I work for a marketing company.”

      “Are you still writing?”

      I want to take the question back as soon as I ask it because if she was writing, she’d surely have led with that, but she shrugs.

      “When I have the time,” is all she replies. She doesn’t ask what I do, so I don’t get to tell her about Beating Death.

      The doorbell rings, rescuing us.

      I follow Crow down because there is nothing else to do and because I want to see whoever it is myself too. I am nervous for either of them, but my insides twist when I see Wren because she is the entire reason we’re here.

      Wren is smaller, somehow, like she’s shrunk into herself even more. She still has her wispy fringe which practically covers her eyes, and she doesn’t quite look at us straight. She is comfortingly Wren, shy and nervous and unintimidating.

      “Hello,” she mumbles. “I’m glad to see you.”

      “How was Cambridge in the end?” Crow says. “You didn’t go to Japan after all.”

      I expect Wren to crumple—the old her would have—but she is steely.

      “It was okay,” she says. “You’d have loved it, I think. Felt right at home.”

      Crow raises an eyebrow. “Is that right?”

      “And I haven’t gone to Japan yet,” Wren adds. “But I will.”

      “Come in,” Crow says at last. “I’m upstairs.”

      The atmosphere is even worse than when I first arrived. We walk in heavy silence, footsteps loud on the wood staircase, and when we are in Crow’s flat, she busies herself with boiling the kettle and setting out mugs, even though we haven’t said we want a drink. Wren stands uncertainly in the center of the living room, studying the space, and it gives me the opportunity for a second look around, at details that aren’t as obvious on first glance. Threads coming loose on the sofa, a damp patch in the corner of the ceiling, a stash of opened envelopes poorly hidden under the coffee table. There is a well-thumbed copy of The Goldfinch, which startles me, on an end table next to a stock photograph of the Eiffel Tower hanging on the wall. She’s here with us, then. Intrigued by what we have to say and what we are going to do.

      “Tea?” Crow finally says. “While we wait for Cuckoo?”

      “Yes, thanks,” I say. “No sugar for me.”

      “I remember,” she says quietly. “Wren, three sugars?”

      “Just the one now,” Wren replies. “You have a lovely home.”

      Crow says nothing to this.

      Why is Cuckoo late? It’s typical of her to be careless, but surely not in a moment as important as this one. Crow labors over the teas, letting them stew and standing over them as if preparing a complicated cocktail. I try and make conversation, ask when she moved in here, but she gives short, clipped answers. She’s stressed. We’re all stressed. We can’t believe we’re really doing this.

      The mugs are placed on the coffee table (on coasters, of course) when at last the doorbell rings again. Cuckoo. She’ll be able to break this weird tension, surely.

      “You can stay here,” Crow tells Wren and me, but we follow her anyway.

      We are beaten by another woman, who has answered the door before us. The downstairs flat has its front door open, a view inside of another small corridor, decorated with several plants. She is tall and imposing and has her hands on her hips, and she’s giving Cuckoo an earful.

      “Chelsea,” Crow mutters, but by this point the neighbor has turned to us, revealing Cuckoo behind her, and Cuckoo is all I can focus on.

      She is almost identical to the Cuckoo I remember. Still short, still bright blonde hair, still wearing her trademark grin. Her makeup is terrible, eyebrow pencil filled in too much and foundation a shade too light, but she’s clearly made an effort. She’s wearing a dress, which is a bit surprising, but the bottom is decorated with sewn-on cats, definitely on brand. And she isn’t confused or appalled or concerned when she sees us—her face lights up. She’s glad. It’s an emotion I—and I think Crow and Wren—had not considered.

      “Who’s this misery?” she says, indicating her head at Crow’s neighbor, even though she’s still right in front of her. “Please tell me this isn’t your girlfriend.”

      “Absolutely not!” Chelsea snaps. “I am another tenant of this property, and I am sick to death of the doorbell ringing every five minutes and the sound of you all galumphing up and down these stairs. How many more will there be?”

      “I’m sorry, Chelsea—” Crow starts.

      “Well, we’re expecting the marching band to show up any minute,” Cuckoo says. “They’re bringing all their instruments, obviously. We’re having a rehearsal, you see. I play the drums.” She bangs against the wall next to her. “Aren’t I amazing?”

      “This is preposterous,” Chelsea says. “You cannot hold a rehearsal in your flat upstairs!”

      “It’s an emergency,” Cuckoo tells her. “If we don’t perfect this routine before Christmas, Santa’s elves will vanish. They have to listen to our song once a year or they die.”

      She hasn’t changed. A smile cracks across my face.

      The ball has finally dropped for Chelsea, who narrows her eyes at Cuckoo. “You’re having me on, aren’t you?”

      “Wouldn’t dream of it,” Cuckoo replies. “The elves need me.”

      “She’s the last one, Chelsea,” Crow finally says. “Sorry for disturbing you.”

      Chelsea huffs. “Keep the noise to a minimum.”

      She stalks away, slams her door dramatically, and at last, we are the four of us. I never imagined we would meet again in a random hallway of a random house, that we would be adults, that we would ever truly reunite, as a matter of fact. Cuckoo closes the front door, shutting out the cold draft, and then barrels forward and wraps me in an embrace.

      She smells of cheap perfume and strawberry shampoo, and it’s so comforting I hug her back. And then she does the same to Wren and finally Crow.

      “God,” she says. “It’s been too long. I’ve missed you all so much.”

      We settle in Crow’s living room at last: curtains drawn, mugs of lukewarm tea, lamps instead of overhead light on. We speak in whispers because terrible deeds deserve no more.

      “We know what we have to do,” I murmur.

      “It’s why we’re here,” Crow says. “We wouldn’t have come together otherwise. But we have no choice.”

      “So when are we doing it?” Cuckoo asks. “When are we moving Goldie’s body?”

      The Goldfinch, balanced on the end table, clatters to the ground.
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      There is a sense, when your friends disappear to university, that you are “left behind.” That your accomplishments, however grand or important to you, are seen as lesser. It is embarrassing, surely, for someone of reasonable intellect and ability to not want to further their education. No matter the circumstance. If that person were to become successful in their own right, there would still be astonishment from other successful people. Not a graduate? Not part of our echelon, really.

      I used to think it too, that I’d be “left behind.” But my family needed me, and there is honor and achievement in that too. It might not be judged by the world as such, and there are no external markers or certificates as rewards, but I know it to be true. I work in a supermarket on the tills, and it will forever be seen as not good enough for someone like me. But who is someone like me? If I enjoy it, so what? If I am fulfilled, what then?

      God, I am happier than the other three, I know that.

      I have tried my best to keep my distance from them. I haven’t checked on them, haven’t stalked their social media. The time will come, I believed, when we will be together again, and I will wait them out. One of us will get married, or pregnant, or something huge will happen in our lives, and we will have to tell each other. We are with each other forever, however present that might be in reality.

      And here we are. Together again, just like I thought.

      But they are cloudy. That’s the best word I can use to describe them. Half there, half not. Like someone has drawn them from memory. Their features are in all the right places but seem sunken, somehow. Less visible. They are tired, I think. I must ask what they do now. I don’t think Crow is an author or Starling is a journalist, and Wren certainly isn’t in Japan; she’s here in Crow’s posh living room staring down at her mug of tea.

      This is not the news I wanted to bring us together.

      I certainly won’t tell them I’ve been back to Bishop’s House myself.

      Once or twice. Perhaps three times. Never inside—not that far—but I stand by the gate and think about the times we jumped over it with ease. The garden is even more overgrown now, obscuring more of the dusty path we dutifully used to head to the house beyond. I avoid looking at the trees down the way, even though she is around the corner somewhat, and invisible. There is a pull; I can’t resist walking down this street even though I live miles away. If I ever have a spare afternoon, which is rare, I find myself walking and stopping and staring and remembering.

      It has stood for decades, it hasn’t been disturbed since the nineties, and now it must come down. It is wrong for many reasons. It feels as if it should have lasted forever, that I should walk down this street in fifty years and see the garden had swallowed the house whole.

      Hugo Fletcher didn’t get to do it, but someone is.

      “Your mother is sure the sale is even going to go through?” Starling says now, returning me to the uncomfortable present. “Regular houses sometimes fail to sell, right? So what’s stopping something as complicated as this?”

      “The sale has gone through,” Wren says. “Keys exchanged and everything. Whoever it is, it’s theirs.”

      “She didn’t say who?”

      “No, but what does it matter? We can’t change it now.”

      “I suppose not.”

      “And they have the same plans,” Wren says. “Bulldozing the house. Turning the plot of land into flats.”

      “Which means the trees might be affected,” I say. “The ground disturbed.”

      “And if that happens . . .” Crow doesn’t need to finish her sentence.

      I finish it for her anyway. “If that happens, we are going to be in deep trouble.”

      “We don’t have this issue with Hugo,” Starling says, the name causing raised eyebrows from Crow and Wren. His name will always stir a mixture of pride and revulsion in my stomach. “He’s never going to be discovered.”

      It is true. Hugo disappeared into that river and never came out, and he has never been found. Despite the fact his family were paying endless sums of money for private investigations and the police were exploring every avenue. They even did search a part of the river for a few weeks, downstream from our spot, and I watched with bated breath the entire time. But they found nothing. He is gone, decomposed and impossible to discover. All that’s left of him now will be some bones and the wedding ring that was around his finger.

      “Rightly so.” I finish my cup of tea and place it on the coffee table. “But Goldie is our focus.”

      There: I’ve said it. Goldie. This causes more than raised eyebrows. Crow, paler than the moon, pales further. Starling looks across at something on the floor, an upturned book I can’t make out the title of. Wren nods, solemn, but can’t meet my gaze.

      Goldie finds this all amusing. She nudges me with her elbow, rolling her eyes at them. Always so dramatic, she says.

      If you were here, I say, we would already be there sorting this out.

      If I was here, she retorts, we wouldn’t have this problem to begin with.

      “The development won’t start until after New Year, according to Mum,” Wren says. “We have time.”

      “Jesus Christ.” Crow shakes her head. “I can’t believe I’m here again.”

      “What about tomorrow night?” Starling says. “If we meet outside Bishop’s House at midnight, can everyone do that?”

      “I’m a teacher now,” Wren says. “I’d sooner Friday or Saturday night.”

      “Too risky,” Starling says. “This isn’t lockdown anymore. There will be plenty of people about then.”

      So Wren is a teacher. She’s half achieved what she wanted, though she’s in the wrong country. Maybe that’s why she seems so exhausted. I wonder where she teaches, how she feels about it. If she has any students who remind her of us.

      “I’m on a late shift,” I say. “I finish at about eight, and I need to help Dean with his homework, but he’ll be in bed by ten. I should be able to.”

      “A late shift?” Starling echoes. “What do you do?”

      “I’m at Sainsbury’s.”

      There—the flickers of something indescribable.

      “What do you do, Starling?”

      “I’m, like, a true crime influencer.”

      This information puzzles me as much as everyone else. “What’s a true crime influencer?”

      “I do makeup tutorials while talking about true crime cases,” she says. “Here.” She pulls out her phone and shows us a few TikToks, the editing frenetic and the music at the beginning too loud. “I upload longer ones on YouTube too.”

      “You actually get paid to do this?”

      “Well. No. Not yet. But I will.”

      Definitely not a journalist then. And, let’s be real, not an influencer either.

      “Tomorrow night, then?” Starling says impatiently when she realizes we are not impressed. “Midnight at Bishop’s House?”

      “Tomorrow night,” Crow says.

      We are interrupted by a banging sound from outside Crow’s window. On closer inspection, we see a view down to the garden at the back of the house, and Chelsea stomping around with a watering can, even though it rained this morning and it’s pitch black out there. She has the outdoor lighting on, and it’s far too bright.

      “She’s fun,” I say. “What the hell is her problem?”

      “She makes my life a bloody misery,” Crow says. “She is never happy with me. She’s determined to make me move out, I reckon, but I refuse.”

      “Not a nice person,” I clarify.

      “Absolutely not. I overheard her the other day in the hall telling off one of the binmen for leaving our bin not quite outside our front gate. Told him she could see why he had that job as he was obviously hopeless at everything else.”

      Easy-peasy. That’s settled it. I walk over to the kettle, pour another cup of tea. It’s freezing cold water by this point, but something to be glad for. Even I have my limits. I make sure to leave the teabag in, return to the window, and open it wide. It opens forward, enough for me to lean on the windowsill and have half my body out. Chelsea has not noticed me, the others are in awed silence because they understand what I am about to do, and then when Chelsea is in the perfect position, I let the contents of the mug loose, and cold, brown water pours over Chelsea’s head, the satisfying wet thunk of the teabag slapping against her forehead before slithering down her face and onto the ground.

      “Oh my goodness!” I call over, ever so contrite. “I did not see you there. I’m sorry!”

      “How dare you!” Chelsea screeches. “What do you mean you didn’t see me? What are you playing at?”

      “It was freezing cold and I wanted rid of it!” I shout. “I can come get that teabag if you want—didn’t realize it was in there!”

      “I want you out of this house!”

      “Not your house, I’m afraid! Now be careful because I’ve got a terrible tea addiction and I’ve wasted several more I’ll have to throw out soon.”

      This works; she lets out another shriek and then darts inside her flat. I am half expecting a battle, a thundering up the stairs and banging on the door, but there’s nothing. A true coward. All mouth and nothing else.

      When I turn around, triumphant, the others are howling with laughter.

      “For God’s sake, Cuckoo,” Crow says, but she’s grinning; even she can’t help it. “You haven’t changed at all, have you?”

      “Why would I change?” I shrug. “You don’t mess with perfection, do you?”

      “I’d forgotten this,” Wren says. “Forgotten what we were like. Or no, that’s not quite right. I’d put it to the back of my mind. Refused to think about it.”

      Later, on my way home, I think about what Wren said. This is what we’ve all done, one way or another. I was so convinced we’d come together again, but having spent an evening with their new selves, I’m no longer sure. I think we needed Goldie, we always needed Goldie, to keep us whole. Not so much glue, but a blanket. A way of reminding us we are soft and gently keeping us together. It comes back so fast: the laughter, the way of being me that I can only be with them. We have been apart seven years, and it feels like seven minutes in some moments and seven decades the next.

      Are you okay with this? I ask Goldie as she joins me walking home. Today she is wearing our old school uniform, and she hasn’t aged a day.

      She ponders this for a while, then gives a lift of her shoulders. I don’t really have many options, do I?

      You would have liked London.

      She chuckles. Not for dying. That was for living.
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      I am reminded of when I came here as a little girl and I ran away back to Mum’s car.

      No option this time.

      I used to think of tactics to remain calm, and then life got in the way. It’s amazing what being busy can do for the brain, but sometimes when I stop, the old feelings rush up and twist my heart, and I have to quickly do something, anything, to prevent them from bubbling over. I employ them now though, breathe slowly in and out, count inside my head.

      It is odd to be out here and know lockdown is not restricting anyone’s movements. Plenty of people could walk along the street if they wanted to. And we are not teenagers beholden to our parents. We are women, beholden to unspoken rules about being alone at night for sure, but in theory we are free to be here. Standing, looking at Bishop’s House. It is getting over that gate where we dip our toes back into the forbidden. We have easily done it before, and yet it is so different now.

      The front gate has stood the test of time, the black iron vivid as ever. The less robust metal gate that surrounds the perimeter leans against it, maybe blown over by a strong breeze. The stone pillars that flank the gate have moss on their spherical posts, and bird shit is splattered on the left wall, parallel with the metal gate. The walls are lower than I remember, barely waist height, easily hidden in places by thick shrubbery and bushes with thorns. It is a cloudy, dark night, moon in shadow, which means the house is invisible from here, an indistinct opaque mass in the distance. The others are already waiting for me.

      “Ready?” Cuckoo is on time for this one. Midnight on the dot, we are dressed in all black like the old days. Starling even has a face mask, kept from times when safety was paramount to some and disguise was critical to us.

      Starling scouts around for anyone, and then we take it in turns to help each other up and over the metal railing. Cuckoo, always the fittest, is able to clear it herself once the rest of us are safely over. We have torches, our phones of course left in our respective homes, but we don’t turn them on until we’re farther into the garden, the house in our sights.

      We also have a large backpack, bin liners, and emergency garden trowels in case the shovels have disappeared. But we’re not thinking about that yet.

      I never thought I would set foot in here ever again.

      That night, when we left with dirty fingernails and tearstained cheeks, I swore I’d never return. I smashed that stupid gnome to smithereens and I avoided this street, this place, and pretended it no longer existed.

      “We have to go into the house first,” Starling says.

      “The house?” I gasp. “It’s bad enough we’re in the grounds. Why? She’s not there.”

      “She’s not, but what if we left anything behind?”

      I open my mouth to protest, but nothing comes out.

      “Like what?” Cuckoo asks.

      “I don’t know.” Starling shifts from side to side. “We ran out of that place when . . . and then we got the spades, but . . . we didn’t go back up. We buried her and we ran, quite rightly, far away. We never came back. What if we left things that could identify us?”

      “You’re right,” Crow says. “We have to look. Check everywhere. Be sure. Because we’re only going to do this once.”

      God. Resignation inserts itself deep in my shoulders, and I exhale. My only lifeline is Cuckoo. “Cuckoo? Do we have to?”

      “I didn’t want to go in there either,” she says. “But Starling is right. We can’t leave any loose ends, not if we’re willing to . . .”

      “Inside, then,” I say. “Let’s do that first. I don’t think I could face it afterward.”

      They agree. Will seeing Goldie create another fissure, an irreparable fracture in our friendship? Will it force us apart again?

      Or will it finally bind us, wrap us further together in a secret so suffocating we need each other to breathe?

      “Gloves,” Starling says. She has them with her. “We’re already all over the house, I know, but . . . just to avoid anything new. And everyone avoided the CCTV spots?”

      “There was a new one around the corner,” Cuckoo says. “Did everyone avoid that?”

      Thankfully, it seems we all did. And we put the gloves on.

      We bypass the front door, as we always did, even though it’s no longer boarded up. We walk around to our window, and sure enough, it is still smashed, welcoming us inside.

      “Like we never left,” Cuckoo says, but I am distracted by something on a jagged piece of glass. A blue ribbon, accidentally caught and torn from its source.

      “One of ours?” I say, but they shake their heads.

      “Blown here from something over the years,” Starling says, an explanation none of us asked for.

      The basement is freezing. Was it always this cold? Enough to make me wince and zip up my coat, hug my arms across my chest. We finally shine our torches, and it seems at odds with my memory. I have images of us in a circle playing party games, drinking, sitting on blankets and cushions with lots of food and giggles and color. Instead it is gray all around. Gray concrete floor, gray walls. Dingy is the first word that comes to mind. There are piles of rubbish in the corners, though none left from us. We always cleaned up in here. Which is why it’s all the more surprising when there is a bottle of vodka sitting in the center of the room, half drunk, the very same kind Goldie used to steal from Patricia.

      “Is that ours?” I whisper.

      “No way,” Starling says. “We wouldn’t have left that. We weren’t even drinking in here the last time⁠—”

      “It’s a common brand,” Cuckoo says quickly. “It’s not ours. Plenty of other people could have come here in the past seven years, had a drink.”

      “Maybe the strange people that used to live here came back,” Crow says.

      And yet I can’t get it out of my mind. I pick it up against Starling’s instruction and put it in my bag, ready to dispose of it later.

      Just in case.

      The steps leading up to the ground floor are more fragile than before, wood buckling under the weight of our shoes. Too many of us at once and they would break apart. Dust flies into the air as the basement door is disturbed, which is too stiff and reluctant to let us out. Cuckoo leads the way, pushing hard, and eventually it opens, dust thick as smoke, causing us to cough. Our torches cast beams of light that show dust floating in the air, glittery when visible. The front hall, with the double front doors in all their glory up ahead, stained glass unable to sparkle due to being boarded up outside, but on full display this side. There are images of flowers and birds, vines creeping their way around as if accidental, intrusive rather than deliberately crafted. The floorboards are exposed, varnished wood, the smell of it somehow still present, which must be a placebo effect because these floors can’t have been varnished for decades. We emerge from under the main staircase, which leads grandly to the floor above, but we stay in the hallway. There are plenty of doors leading off from here, places to reexplore. The doors are all closed, which doesn’t seem right, to my memory. I remember them all wide open, welcoming us inside. Now they are firmly shut, which maybe we should take as a warning we can’t afford to listen to.

      You shouldn’t be here.

      The thought—because it can only be a thought, the house cannot communicate—jumps into my mind unbidden.

      We swore we would never return.

      After Hugo died, the sale of Bishop’s House fell through, just as we wanted. But after Goldie, we couldn’t go back. It was up to me to check in every now and then with Mum, to make sure no one else was interested in purchasing it. And no one was. It was too complicated, required too many permissions, was too expensive to knock down and build on. No one was allowed on the grounds unless Mum showed them, and as before, Bishop’s House fell back into obscurity, our secrets safe.

      Until now.

      “This floor first,” Crow says. “Check every room.”

      Her voice bounces off the walls and comes back to us in a whispered echo.

      We check the rooms toward the back of the house first, the galley kitchen and oversized bathroom. The golden toilet is in its prime position, the crystal light switch grubby but comfortingly there too. How we gasped when we first saw them, amazed that something like that could be in a place like this. The kitchen, with countertops dusty but otherwise intact, still feels like the most normal room in the house. It is dated but looks as though it could be used tomorrow with a bit of cleaning. The only indication of something not quite right is the boarded-up back door, even from the inside, and empty shelves. Not even a box of cereal left behind, or a jar of pickles. On the kitchen table are bowls and plates and cutlery, set out in anticipation of a meal, and I frown at them, wondering if they were like that before. Weren’t they neatly packed away? Wouldn’t we have made something of this, pretended to have a dinner party? Starling opens the wooden cupboards and looks inside the tiny oven, hobs blackened and dirty. Empty as before, until she reaches the last, producing a packet of cigarettes.

      Her cigarettes. The kind we smoked together for the first time. There is even the same health warning on the front, an image of damaged lungs and block capitals informing us of the risk of death from cancer.

      A chill runs through me, whispered warning returning: You shouldn’t be here.

      But Starling laughs, opening up the packet, which is almost full. She takes a lighter from her pocket, brings a cigarette to her lips, and lights it, inhaling a long drag.

      “Did we leave this here?” she says, between puffs. “I’m not sure I’d have forgotten it.”

      “You smoke now?” Crow says, unable to hide the judgment in her tone.

      “We smoked together once,” Starling tells her. “Have you forgotten?”

      “When we were kids,” Crow says. “A different time.”

      “Yet you’re still a bore, it seems. Anyone want one?”

      Cuckoo and I shake our heads.

      “Is it really ours?” I say. “Is that the one we . . .”

      “No chance.” Starling tips the ash into the sink. “I smoked the rest of that packet myself.”

      “Then why is it here?”

      “We’re not the only people to have been here in the last seven years,” Starling says. “Someone else has good taste.”

      “And left the vodka too?”

      “They’re both common brands, Wren. What’s the problem?”

      Besides returning to this place? Besides knowing what we must do before dawn breaks?

      I have trained to speak up to students; I haven’t trained to speak up to my friends. I say nothing, and I am my old self again.

      Starling pockets the cigarettes and we return to the hallway, migrate next to what was once a living room. The brick is exposed, reminding us of the strange nature of this house, which has been built on and built on again and again, pieces of it fused together whether they fit correctly or not. Long ago bishops roamed these grounds, but there is very little left of what they knew, an occasional Gothic archway or reused stone. When it became a true home, that was when the Victorian features were put in—the stained glass, the cornicing, the floorboards—but then it was extended upon further. Rooms were switched around. Fireplaces were filled in and left to rot. More and more people crowded this house, but it grew emptier every time, a shallow cage for something that was once loved.

      God, where did that come from? I’ve always been frightened of Bishop’s House, but I’ve never thought of it like that before. A victim of too much attention, and ironically abandoned until now, when it will finally be destroyed.

      This was always one of the more cluttered parts—boxes and boxes of old magazines and toys and video cassettes and CDs. Spiders have made this place their paradise: Webs are in every corner and within every box, invaders I am not going to mess with. The nest that frightened us all those years ago is still at the bottom of the fireplace, though the egg left behind is gone.

      Maybe the baby bird broke free after all.

      “There’s nothing that will connect us in here,” Cuckoo says. “There’s too much stuff. When they come to clear it, I doubt they’ll even look at anything. They’ll just chuck it all in a skip and be done with it.”

      Crow crouches down next to the giraffe, frowning. “There’s something under here.”

      Sure enough, on closer look, there is what looks like a piece of paper. Crow has to tug at it, which tears a section from the bottom, while Starling and I hold on to the giraffe to prevent it from falling over. When Crow rises to her feet, eyes scanning the page in her hands, she lets out a small gasp.

      “What is it?” I ask, as pinpricks of dread begin to stab my heart.

      “It’s . . .” Crow turns to look at the boxes. “There are old newspapers in there, right?”

      “Some. What’s your point?”

      “This must be from one of them. It’s just odd that this article is the one that was . . . on the floor like that.”

      “What article?”

      She holds out the piece of paper, and I realize now it’s a cutout from a newspaper. There is a small, slightly blurry photograph of a woman in a bright blue raincoat, bicycle helmet on, which makes Cuckoo snatch the paper away.

      “This is an article about Mum,” Cuckoo says. “It reported the hit-and-run, before Hugo was caught. It’s appealing for information.”

      A thud from upstairs makes us jump.

      It’s an old house. Old houses creak and groan.

      But I don’t like that Bishop’s House knows all our secrets.

      Cuckoo folds the article in two, shoves it into her bag. “Whoever was having a snoop at the old newspapers probably recognized her. The crash only happened a mile away.”

      “Right.” Crow nods. “That makes sense.”

      Does it? I want to say. Does it really?

      “Moving on,” Cuckoo says. “We still need to explore the rest of the house.”

      “It’ll be quicker if we break into pairs,” Crow says. “Wren, let’s start upstairs while Starling and Cuckoo finish off down here.”

      Like the pages of a horror book.

      But I don’t argue.

      Crow takes the stairs two at a time, and I wonder if she’s feeling anxious too. She appears agitated, but how well do I really know her anymore? What I might read as familiar signs could mean something entirely different now.

      “Does the house feel . . . off to you?” I whisper when we reach the landing.

      “Off?” She doesn’t look at me.

      “Just . . . not like how I remember it, somehow. Details which are changed.”

      There is a silence. The doors are also closed up here, all along the corridor, but that is not a surprise. Each of them would open for us apart from that one right at the end, which stayed wedged shut whatever we attempted. I glance toward it now, hard to make out in the dark, and shine my torch directly to get a better view.

      My insides shrivel; my throat closes.

      “Crow,” I say. “Look over there.”

      She is distracted; she is staring at something on the wall. A painting I’ve never noticed before, a bird chained to some kind of container, gazing back at her. It is a goldfinch, I know it in my bones, but I won’t look twice to confirm. I have my own worries with what is in front of us.

      “Crow.” I am forceful, I use my teacher voice, the one I practiced every night and morning during my training. I discovered I could not shout, my voice would break and strain every time I tried, so I had to craft something else, something strong but not too loud.

      She finally turns. Sees it, in front of that locked door.

      The gnome. My gnome. Smiling widely. The one I know for sure I destroyed. Glued back together again, the paste thick and dry across each crack.
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      “It’s not the same gnome,” I say. “How can it be? It’s been seven years. You said the following morning you scooped up the pieces and put them all in the bin. It was never here.”

      “It’s him,” Wren cries. “I know it. He has the same smile.”

      “What is going on?” Cuckoo shouts from downstairs. “Have you found more?”

      “We’ve found . . . something,” I call back.

      “It could have always been here,” Starling says. “The gnome. It could be a coincidence.”

      “After finding your cigarettes?” Wren says. “After finding an old newspaper about Cuckoo’s mother’s death? And the vodka at the start—Goldie’s vodka? That’s something for all of us. It’s not a coincidence.”

      “We could have left the cigarettes and vodka behind,” I say.

      “Christ, Crow. And the newspaper? How do you explain that?”

      “We don’t have time for this.” Cuckoo takes control in a way reminiscent of Goldie. “Whatever we’ve seen here . . . or haven’t seen . . . or whatever we think, it doesn’t matter. We’ve checked the place; we’ll take this stuff out so we don’t have to worry about it. But there’s something else we need to do, and we can’t delay it much longer.”

      She is right. Wren knows it, and her shoulders sag with defeat. She refuses to touch the gnome, which Starling takes instead, and we know the last place to look is the attic.

      The balcony, the roof, where Goldie died.

      The attic is warmer than the rest of the house. Heat rises, I think automatically, but I’m not sure what source has allowed that to happen here. It is the only place that looks the same as before, I suppose because this, more than anywhere, has been burned into our minds. The floorboards creak more, and the balcony double doors are stiffer. For a moment I want to take their hint and leave, but Cuckoo shoves them hard with her shoulder, and they finally open, winter chill making itself known.

      “I can’t go out there,” Wren says.

      “I’ll look. I’ll have a quick check—and then that’s it,” Cuckoo says.

      “I’ll look too,” I say, surprising myself. But maybe I need to go out there for my own sanity. See the balcony and the roof for what they are, rather than what they’ve become.

      The first time out here my brain worked overdrive to remind me of the dangers: Is the structure safe? Is the roof safe? Is this really sensible when there is alcohol in your system? But we were so high on everything by then; we had Hugo’s body in the river and all to play for. Now, it works to remind me of what came next. The glass doors whine open, and Cuckoo and I step out to the cold night, cramped even with just the two of us. The balcony itself is small, and its low wall does little to comfort someone afraid of heights. One glance down and I will think of her crumpled body, so I keep my gaze steady, focused on examining the stone and the tiles and searching for anything out of place.

      My fingers are numb; I should have worn gloves. I stare at the pinkie finger of my left hand, the one used to seal away so many secrets, then cover my entire fist with the end of my jacket.

      “Nothing here,” Cuckoo says. She is cheerful, calm, but her jaw is clenched, betraying whatever is on the inside.

      Don’t look down.

      “Crow?”

      I tear myself away, return to the attic. There is nothing left now but what we really came here to do.

      But as we leave, as we head downstairs and are in the hallway again, I spot the drawing Cuckoo made all those years ago. The five of us, as birds, one after the other.

      Someone has carved angry slash marks over one of the birds, removing her from our lineup for good.

      I open my mouth, ready to gasp or scream or simply tell the others, but something freezes me. They haven’t seen it; they are heading to the basement.

      “Crow?” Cuckoo calls. “What is it?”

      I can’t tell them.

      I close my mouth and silently join them.

      Out in the grounds once more, we are now armed with the same spades we buried her in. Mine is freezing in my grip, handle rusty and determined to make me lose all sensation in my fingertips, and heavy to lug along. I didn’t do this, not to begin with. I was too distraught. I only helped later, when I understood we had no other choice.

      Is that right? Was this the only choice?

      Is this the only choice we have now?

      The trees are waiting, steady guardians, the earth bumpy and covered in weeds. There are patches of ground barren of anything but grass and mud, and in the patch farthest west we set down our spades and take deep breaths.

      “Are we ready?” Starling asks. “Once we do this, we have to make sure we’ve gathered everything. It’s been seven years. She won’t be . . .”

      Her words hang in the air like icicles on a branch.

      “She won’t be as she was before,” Wren finishes for her.

      “Are we prepared for that?” Starling says. “It’s not going to be nice. She won’t be Goldie.”

      Goldie. Where is she? I look around, but we are alone, a simultaneously comforting and terrible truth.

      I suppose the reality of her bones beneath me is too strong for anything else.

      “She is always Goldie,” Cuckoo says fiercely.

      “Of course it won’t be nice,” I say. “We have to do it though, don’t we?”

      “I thought she’d be here forever.” Wren is quiet.

      “No backing out.” Starling doesn’t want to do this, I realize. She is stalling, desperate for one of us to give her an exit ticket. Miss White used to give them, a reward for doing good work, a chance to leave the lesson five minutes early before lunch and get to the front of the queue first. I never used them. I kept the ticket, my reward, and stayed until the bell went, unwilling to miss even a second of her time.

      Cuckoo takes one of the shovels. She uses the edge of it to mark the ground, lining a circle around the area we all know too well.

      “We don’t have all night,” she whispers. Her pocket bulges slightly; the newspaper article is crumpled within.

      And so we begin. Because we have to, and because like she says, we are on a time crunch. We don’t have time to process the pain. Perhaps that’s been a long-running problem.

      I switch my brain off. I clasp the spade.

      Dig, dig, dig, dig, dig.

      Fifteen minutes is when we allow ourselves to worry.

      “This is the right spot?” I say, and Starling frowns.

      “Of course it’s the right spot. How can you not remember?”

      “I remember,” I say. “I just hoped I was wrong.”

      “Stop,” Cuckoo says. “I know what you’re . . . let’s just keep digging.”

      But we know something is wrong. We were not expert gravediggers seven years ago. I would be impressed if we managed to bury her more than three or four feet. And yet we are six feet down now, we are exhausted, and Goldie is nowhere to be seen.

      Starling wipes her brow; she is sweating more than the rest of us. She rests her spade against the earth. “What is going on?”

      Cuckoo whispers, “I don’t know.”

      I am the only one who refuses to be done. Because if I don’t keep digging, we can give up. And I refuse.

      This can’t be happening. This isn’t happening. I continue to dig, and I throw the spade away and use the tiny trowel in an attempt to get closer to the earth.

      “Stop it!” Wren shouts, no longer caring about keeping quiet. She is in tears, her words are choked. “Stop it, Crow! There’s no point!”

      The soil is tougher, but it churns away, and I am so far into it now I think of childish things like a water fountain sprouting from the trench, like digging to Australia and seeing a kangaroo. The trowel produces no results either, so soon I chuck that to the side too, and I dig into the mud with my bare hands, scratching and clawing like a feral animal, until Cuckoo and Starling finally pull me off and I collapse in a heap with my breath in gasps. My fingers are numb, stiff and reluctant to move, frozen. The others are flushed, terrified, no doubt reflections of my own expression and trembling bottom lip.

      “She’s disappeared,” Starling says. “She’s fucking vanished.”

      “That’s impossible,” I insist. “She’s here—we’re looking in the wrong place.”

      “We haven’t forgotten where we buried our friend, Crow,” she snaps. “I told you that already. We buried her right here.”

      “Maybe we didn’t. Maybe we are remembering wrong⁠—”

      “You don’t forget a thing like that and you know it.”

      “How has this happened?” Cuckoo asks helplessly.

      The ground, the trench we have dug, remains empty. There is nothing.

      I have to accept it, this reality I cannot grasp.

      Goldie’s body is gone.
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      It is far easier to get away with murder if there is no body.

      How can you prove a murder occurred without one? If there is no body, that person may still be alive and well. Living another life. Hiding from someone. All the clues may hint that they are no longer with us, but without absolute proof, it can be tricky.

      Not impossible, but tricky.

      Of course, we did not murder Goldie.

      Everyone else thinks she is missing, and now she really is.

      There is dirt under my fingernails, which I scrape away with my thumbs. The night is quite cold, really, but I am sweating underneath my coat. It’s not like I exercise. I am embarrassingly breathless, childhood asthma making itself known again, but at least I can use it as an excuse not to talk. If it were me meant to be in the ground, and Goldie were still here, she’d take control now. Start rationalizing the situation, bringing everyone together, calming things down. There would be a hushed, tense discussion, all while I rotted somewhere else. If there was anything left of me to rot. Seven years, it would probably be just bones.

      “She can’t be gone,” Crow says, determined not to believe it.

      She says this even though we all know this is where we buried her. Between these two trees, the one with the hollow and the other, which is thinner than the rest. Two distinct trees, easy to pick out of the rest in these grounds. The slight opening between them, enough space for a body, somewhere to dig where roots wouldn’t disturb us. And what’s more, when we finished that horrible deed seven years ago, Cuckoo carved a small bird within the hollow of that first tree, and I know it’s what she is checking now as she clambers to her feet and rushes over to it. She peers in, using her torch, and then staggers backward, nodding, confirming to us that we aren’t mad, this did really happen, and she was really here.

      And now she’s gone.

      “How can this have happened?” Wren asks.

      “An animal, maybe,” I say. “It’s not like Goldie was in a . . . coffin. Maybe they smelled her and . . .”

      “Oh my God.” Wren clutches a hand to her mouth.

      Crow shakes her head. “What, and carefully laid the earth back as if undisturbed afterward? An animal wouldn’t do that.”

      “It might have happened years ago. Things could have . . . I don’t know, naturally rearranged in the ground.”

      “A trench in the ground would magically become flat again?”

      “I don’t know!” I snap. “I’m just trying to come up with possibilities here.”

      “It’s not an animal,” Cuckoo says. “Crow is right that the ground wouldn’t be so clean. But also everything is too clean. There’s nothing left of—of Goldie. This is deliberate.”

      “Someone has moved her?” Wren whispers. “Who? One of you?”

      “Not one of us,” I say. “Why would we come here if we knew she was already gone?”

      “But we’re the only ones who know.”

      I imagine this as the end scene to a true crime documentary episode: The four girls sat in the mud, their dead friend vanished, and they realized there was more to this case. It would cut to an empty chair, someone walking toward it, sitting down with a sigh, their microphone being adjusted. Their name would flash up on the screen, and it would blow this whole case apart. Audiences would jump out of their seats in shock. They’d message all their friends. It’d be the biggest show in years.

      “This is a good thing,” I say cautiously, “isn’t it?”

      The others turn to me, and each of them is confused.

      “What are you talking about?” Crow says. “How is this a good thing?”

      “We came here to move Goldie’s body. It’s been moved.”

      “By someone we have no idea about!”

      “But they have done us a favor. Technically. And it’s not as if they’re out to get us, or they would have approached us by now or gone to the police.”

      Cuckoo glances over her shoulder, back at Bishop’s House. “What if she’s been moved to somewhere else on the property?”

      This didn’t occur to me, but I explain it away. “What would be the point? Going to the effort of moving her from here just to put her somewhere else in basically the same place. It doesn’t make sense.”

      “None of this makes sense,” Crow says. “You’re acting as if we should be happy about this. ‘Oh, thanks for doing us a favor, random stranger. We’ll just move on with our lives.’”

      “I don’t mean it like that.”

      “We don’t even know how long she’s been gone,” Cuckoo says.

      “We should have been honest back then,” Crow says. “We made a huge mistake.”

      She gets to her feet, rubs her eyes even though her hands are caked in mud, and something about the way flecks of earth stay on her face makes me notice the other shadows there too. She has deep bags under her eyes and patches of dried skin, even though she always had such clear skin before. Her hair is greasy too. She mainly seems exhausted, as if she hasn’t slept since the last time we were on this patch of land.

      “Goldie would know what to do,” Cuckoo says.

      “Well, I’m not fucking Goldie.” My voice is raised, but I can’t help it. “Why am I suddenly the one who is meant to have all the answers?”

      “The sun is rising,” Wren says.

      “What?”

      I look up at the sky, and sure enough, the darkness of before is turning milky blue. We are running out of time. Have run out of time.

      In the broken-up pieces of ground, there is that fresh smell of morning. It seems rude, even directly confrontational, that it doesn’t have any marker of Goldie once lying there. Not even her charm bracelet, which we buried still on her wrist. As if she never existed. I think of all the bodies the earth has consumed and understand that it simply doesn’t care. She is nothing new, the same way I will finish one documentary, hold space for it in my head for that day, perhaps a week if it was edited particularly well, and then cast it aside for another one. They pile up, and old ones are forgotten. Not just that, the new ones become less interesting. There are always the same endings, and they usually involve the husband. Goldie, at least, is unique in that.

      “We have to go,” I say. “We can’t be seen here.”

      “And what about this?” Crow says, gesturing to the ground.

      “We fill it back in. And then we leave.”

      “I don’t mean the hole. I mean what’s missing from it.”

      This time, my voice is level. “I know you do. But let’s focus on what we can control right now, okay?”

      “I can’t believe⁠—”

      “Crow,” Cuckoo snaps. “We don’t have time for this. Come on.”

      She backs down, but she isn’t happy. Then again, it’s not like the rest of us are laughing and joking. She seems to think she is the only one bothered by this when I can see Wren’s hands shaking as she gathers the earth back into its trench, and Cuckoo can’t look any of us in the eye, keeping her head down. I am trying to be practical, cold as that may be. It’s what Goldie would do. If they miss her so much, why can’t they appreciate that?

      We are rushing, and when we finish, the ground doesn’t look quite right, not the same as before. But it is indistinguishable unless someone knows what to look for, and even then it’s not as if there is a body under there this time. Find this suspicious patch of ground, and it will reveal nothing.

      I stumble as we head over the gate, cut my shin on one of the iron spikes. The sudden pain of it rushes warmth to the source, and I have to gasp. I’ve never done that before.

      Only Crow sees, but she turns away from me, doesn’t acknowledge it.

      “We need to figure this out,” she says to the others. “This isn’t over just because Goldie is gone.”

      Something up ahead, across the road, seems to move. A shadow crossing the rising sun. I squint my eyes to try and see, but whatever it is has vanished.

      “We’re too exposed,” I say, conscious that at any moment someone could come up the hill. A jogger, a dog walker, a shift worker.

      “We’ll talk later,” Cuckoo promises Crow. “For now, let’s head home and try to get some sleep. I have a shift in five hours.”

      “I have work in three hours,” Wren says. “I’m going to be exhausted.”

      “Me too,” Crow says. “Starling at least can sleep it off.”

      She says it evenly enough, but it still feels like a gibe. I choose to ignore her. As if I am going to be able to sleep after this. “Good night, everyone. Speak later.”

      “Good morning, you mean,” Crow replies, but I am done with her today.

      I am not going to be caught outside Bishop’s House. I am going home.

      This is the same journey I did before. The déjà vu isn’t lost on me. I even take the same shortcuts, tap my hand on the lamppost as I turn into my street. There isn’t any sneaking around, which feels odd. I am an adult, I can do what I want. But it feels wrong, somehow, to use my key to open the front door and not come in through the garden and into the window I always left cracked open.

      Inside, I still creep along the hallway, up the stairs, and across the landing. Mum and Dad will be awake soon, and in fact I might even hear them murmuring to each other from their room as I walk past. I should be grateful to them, I know, for letting me live at home and paying no rent. But they are always worried about me. No doubt they’ll think I was out all night doing something fun or wild, and they are ever so keen for me to be out and about nowadays, and act as if my room should be used sparsely. Dad said the other day he was worried I wasn’t enjoying myself enough, whatever that means. So they can be happy and think I’ve done what they wanted, and I’ll slip into bed knowing I’ve done the opposite.

      They wonder where it all went wrong, and I find myself, for the first time, inclined to agree.
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      “These eggs are broken.”

      I am scanning the last of this man’s shopping through the till, my eyelids like lead, when his nasally tone interrupts the mindless action of swiping and beeping. I glance upward at him and inwardly groan. It’s Edward, well-known for coming in on a Friday lunchtime. There is always a problem, and this time it’s me and his eggs. Normally I can laugh him off, but the previous night’s events are still whirling in my brain, and my patience is wearing thin.

      The queue behind Edward is long, a wriggling toddler with her dad behind him, a couple of teenagers (my favorite customers because they buy chewing gum and sweets and crisps and shove it all in their backpacks and leave quickly) behind them, and a few women with their weekly shops to round off the waiting crowd.

      “I’m sorry,” I say. “Your eggs are broken?”

      “Yes.” He brandishes the box of them outward, but when I try to reach for it, he retreats them to his chest. “Not the whole dozen. Just one. But it’s unacceptable. You know what a dozen is, don’t you?”

      “I know what a dozen is,” I tell him, when really I’d like to tell him where he can shove his eleven acceptable eggs. “Let me have that, and you can go and grab a replacement.”

      There is a definite attitude among certain customers that those of us who work on the tills are somehow intellectually deficient, as if we couldn’t possibly be here for any reason other than that we have failed in something else. We can’t possibly be smart, as why would someone working on the tills be clever? And so we are treated like idiots, asked what the word dozen bloody means, and given patronizing instructions as if we are incapable otherwise, as if working this job every day has been the Wild West until Interfering Customer #1007 informs me how to perform properly.

      Edwards huffs. “The decent thing would be to go and get more yourself for me. But I understand it’s all different now.”

      “I’m sorry,” I say again, but this time I smile, deliberately, and adjust myself in my chair to make it plain I’m going nowhere.

      He relinquishes the eggs (a dozen of them, or should I say twelve to show I’m aware?) and stalks off to the aisles, and the queue collectively groans and tuts and rolls their eyes when they realize they’ve picked the slow lane. The egg carton, when I open it and inspect, seems fine on first glance. Then I spot it: the faintest of cracks down one side of the third egg I check, threatening to break any second.

      The dad with the toddler shoots me a nice smile. “Must be a nightmare working here sometimes. I bet you get all sorts.”

      “It has its moments,” I say. “Mostly it’s alright though.”

      And it’s true; it is mostly alright. It’s steady work, and I’m lucky to have full-time hours when I know a lot of my colleagues are struggling on zero-hour contracts or only up to twenty hours. There are nice customers and rude customers, and honestly I normally like dealing with both. The not-so-nice ones add a bit of spice to the day.

      But in other ways it is incredibly boring.

      After Edward is dealt with and placated, there is another hour before the rush dies down; then I head to the break room. It’s not the most cheerful place in the world, despite however much free fruit the supermarket wants to throw at us, but it is at least away from the bright lights and sensory overload that is out on the aisles. Dana and Isabel are sitting at the main table eating their lunch, the wafting smell of tuna reaching my nose even from over here by the door. They’re okay—everyone I work with is okay, really—and I go out with them sometimes on an evening, but they’re not really friends. We’re all vastly different ages for a start, and they’re mostly older, married with kids, talking about things like saving for houses or MOTs or nurseries.

      “Hey,” Dana says. “Are you alright? Late night, was it?”

      I can’t help it, my guard is instantly up. “Late night?”

      “You just look a bit tired,” she says, and Isabel nudges her. “What? Sorry, I’m not being nasty. I meant it as a good thing. I thought you were going to have a wild story.”

      Dana’s idea of a wild story is an accidental Snapchat or gossip about someone cheating on someone else.

      “Sorry to disappoint.” I join them at the table, grabbing an apple from the free offerings in the center. “Couldn’t sleep, that’s all.”

      “Oops. You don’t look too bad.”

      “Thanks.”

      “Nice hole you’re digging, babe,” Isabel says. “Anyway, did you both hear about Marcus and Sean? They are finally going on a date!”

      “Oh my God!” Dana leans forward. “Why didn’t you say before? That is mega!”

      I make all the right noises, pretend as if I care, but my mind is on other things. Goldie occupies the space, her and Bishop’s House and everything inside it. The house was different, in subtle, teasing ways. I will not bring this up with the others because what has happened is already terrible enough. Someone else knows—and have they done this out of malice? Anger? Retribution? Kindness? Did someone take Goldie from her shallow, unremarkable grave and put her somewhere worthwhile?

      No. That kind of thinking is ridiculous.

      But why move her and not tell the police?

      “Helloooo?” Dana is waving her hand near my face.

      I jerk back, startled, then manage to laugh. “God, I was miles away. What did I miss?”

      “I was just asking if you had any gossip,” Dana says.

      Oh, not much. Only that I am a murderer.

      Imagine Dana’s and Isabel’s faces if I said this point-blank. Well, first, they would think I am joking because the idea is so ludicrous. But then, when I insisted, their giggles would turn to appalled silence, their eyes would shift from warm to scared, and they would make their excuses and rise from their chairs and run far, far away. They wouldn’t sit and listen to the details about how we stalked Hugo and took turns stabbing him and it was wonderful. They wouldn’t understand that, no, his death doesn’t haunt me, it thrills me, and I have no regrets. The only person who haunts me is Goldie.

      I could tell them about her too. That I know where she really is.

      Wait. I don’t know that last part anymore.

      After the initial terror and adrenaline, they’d spread the story like wildfire. Make TikToks of it. Reels. Their encounter with a killer. Gossip of the century.

      “No gossip,” I say. “I’m going for a smoke.”

      I don’t actually smoke. I have one packet of cigarettes that is always half full, as if I’m maintaining a habit, and I hold a cigarette out in the alley behind the supermarket as an excuse to have a few minutes to myself. It’s a grimy alley, lined with the massive bins that are full of food waste and everything else, but no one else comes here. The weather is cloudy, threatening rain, and I zip up my jacket to keep warm.

      You look terrible, Goldie says. She is leaning against one of the bins, in oversized jeans and a woolly jumper I’ve never seen on her before.

      “Speak for yourself,” I say. “Nice jumper.”

      She grins at this. You’re to blame for that, aren’t you?

      “I’m to blame for everything.”

      Oh now. Don’t say that. Don’t go all gloomy on me.

      “You’re gone,” I say. “Where are you?”

      Living it up in London, she says. I’m famous. I’m a star. Let’s pretend it’s that, shall we? Instead of the truth?

      “What is the truth? What happened to you?”

      You know I can’t help with that, Cuckoo.

      I blink because tears are rushing to my eyes and everything has suddenly gone blurry, and in that flash of darkness, Goldie disappears.

      I slide my phone out of my pocket and turn it on. After a minute, the screen shows several notifications. The group chat has seventy-nine messages to read, but that’s not what I am staring at. I know why the group is going mad. It’s the anonymous text message. They must have received it too.

      “Fuck,” I say, because there’s nothing else to be said.

      Maybe you imagined it and I ran away to London after all.
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      It has been a long day.

      The lessons have blurred into one, so much so I accidentally set up for Macbeth with my Year Sevens instead of their nonfiction scheme. It has been a welcome break from the awfulness of last night, something to keep me distracted and busy. Any spare moment I am back there, down in the dirt, searching for a body that refuses to be found. When I got home, I showered for thirty full minutes, scrubbing and scrubbing every inch of my skin until I felt like Lady Macbeth myself. I have been checking myself in the mirror at every available opportunity, sure there will be some fleck of mud that will give everything away.

      Goldie’s body has made everyone forget that Bishop’s House has changed. Deliberate shifts of the things we knew and loved. Callbacks to things we’d rather forget. That gnome, that damn gnome. Whoever we’re dealing with is taunting us. This isn’t a good thing, whatever Starling wants to pretend.

      This is dangerous.

      The after-school department meeting is in Maggie’s room, but she’s actually off too, down with the flu at the worst possible time, because Shelley went into labor last night. A cover teacher for her has arrived early: Thomas, early thirties, career changer. The girls are all obsessed with him already. Perhaps there won’t even be a meeting, but we have to at least show up, make the effort, and then retreat to our classrooms to get on with the piles of marking we have to do on top of whatever tasks we’re designated. I should have just phoned in sick too. It’s not like it’s a lie; I’m exhausted. But Mum and Dad’s work ethic has certainly conditioned me to feel awful anytime I even contemplate it. Lazy, lazy, lazy. I wonder what they’d think of Starling.

      Malcolm, Deputy Head, rounds the corner at the opposite end of the corridor and begins walking toward me just as I’m about to get to Maggie’s classroom. I think nothing of it, assume he is on some other errand, when he asks if he can have a word.

      Malcolm is a very serious man. His subject specialism is IT, but I don’t think he’s actually taught a proper lesson in years. He always seems to be off timetable, even with the minuscule teaching hours he actually has, swanning around with his iPad, either looking pleased with himself or stressed, trailing after misbehaving children he’s been asked to remove from a classroom. He ushers me now into one, gesturing for me to sit down at a table like one of the children while he stands in front of the whiteboard.

      “How’s Shelley?” I ask, though I doubt Malcolm takes much of an interest in all things pregnancy. He does apparently have children, both older than me, but the idea of him engaging in the activity that brings them into the world seems so at odds with the robotic man in front of me I can’t help hiding a smirk at the thought.

      “Still in labor, last I heard,” he says. “But doing fine.”

      That has to be almost twenty-four hours now. Yikes. You’ll never catch me having children.

      “Thomas is settling in well,” I say, when he doesn’t immediately offer a reason for this meeting. “The department meeting will be in Maggie’s room now. He’s the maternity cover for Shelley then?”

      “That’s what I wanted to ask you about,” Malcolm says. “Thomas is only temporary while Maggie has the flu, and he’s helping with Shelley’s absence. A couple of weeks we weren’t anticipating. There will be an interview process, naturally, but we’d like to reward someone internal. And Maggie is always singing your praises . . .”

      “She is?” I can’t imagine Maggie singing anyone’s praises. Then I realize what he’s suggesting. “Hang on, you want me to be Second of Department while Shelley’s off?”

      Malcolm’s hand drifts to his tie, playing with the end of it. “That is the opinion of the senior leadership team. And Maggie, of course.”

      “I’m only fully qualified since last year.”

      “Three good years of teaching, and a lot of resilience. You’ve been an asset.”

      I remember Shelley coming in and randomly telling me what a good job I was doing. Was she thinking of it even then? Did she suggest it to Maggie, who put the idea to Malcolm?

      “What about the rest of the department?”

      “To be frank,” he says, “they all already have extra roles. Aesha is a Head of Year, Rose is in charge of Gifted and Talented . . . You’re the obvious choice.”

      My immediate instinct is to deny this. Run away from it. I don’t want to be a teacher. This isn’t my plan. This was only ever meant to be a quick fix while I figured my life out, the plan B my parents insisted on and then were disappointed I followed through with. Becoming a qualified teacher was a means to an end, an added bonus when I left to teach English abroad to help me get positions faster. That was how I rationalized the choice in my head.

      But if I accept this, I’ll be taking on even more responsibility. Becoming an active member of the school. Making real decisions.

      “The remuneration will be significant.”

      “Remuneration?”

      “Your TLR.” He explains how much I’ll receive for the year, and then he keeps talking, but I no longer hear him.

      Thousands. It is thousands.

      With this bonus, I could save loads.

      Enough for a plane ticket to Japan.

      Enough of a safety net to apply for teaching jobs there and be able to stay.

      An excited shiver runs through me. This is it.

      “I’ll do it,” I say.

      “Brilliant,” Malcolm replies. “I’ll arrange the details, and there will be an interview for formality’s sake, but consider yourself acting Second of Department while Shelley is on maternity leave.”

      I can’t stop smiling. Malcolm leaves happy too, but he no doubt thinks this means I’ll appreciate the school and stay here for the long run. No chance. I’ll be gone as soon as the next year is up, when my pay decreases again. I’ll be on the next plane to Japan, and I won’t look back.

      The department meeting is over (if it ever even began) by the time I get there, and everyone has drifted back to their own classrooms now that Maggie isn’t here to run the show. It’s crazy to think that in a week or two these will be meetings I help lead. I’ll be the one snapping at everyone to pay attention.

      Thomas is the only one still in Maggie’s classroom, and I realize it’s because this technically is his classroom until she returns.

      “Sorry!” I say. “Malcolm pulled me in for something. Did I miss anything exciting?”

      “Rose said Shelley has had her baby,” he says. “A girl, apparently. Seven pounds.”

      His voice oozes like melted chocolate, dark and rich.

      “That’s amazing,” I say. “I’ll have to message congratulations.”

      “When four o’clock hits and our mandatory time in this building is over,” he says, “do you want to go for a drink?”

      His forwardness startles me. “A drink? A friendly one?”

      “Depends what you mean by friendly.”

      Stop it. You don’t have time for this.

      I shake my head. “Sorry. I’m meeting my parents for dinner. Another time?”

      “Sure.”

      An hour later, as I am heading down the corridor to leave, he gives me a wave through his open classroom door, and I wave back.

      A promotion. More money. I can get out of here at last. That’s what I need to focus on. Running away, especially after everything returning to haunt me.

      The car groans as I turn on the engine, makes a shuddering sound, and fails. I try it again, turn the key, and it takes another couple of attempts before it finally bursts to life. It’s a twenty-year-old car, and I can’t afford for it to break down, not when I might finally get somewhere with my Japan fund. It’s always the way. I’ll have some savings building up, it’ll look remotely possible, and bam. The car breaks down. There’s an unexpected bill to pay. Christmas or birthdays. It never ends.

      The message is waiting for me when I finally check my phone. Time-stamped to two hours ago, it has been there, anticipating me. Knowing I wouldn’t have had the time to check before now.

      
        
          
            
              
        Maybe you imagined it and I ran away to London after all.

      

      

      

      

      

      Everyone else has received it, I can see clearly in the group chat. They are arranging to meet at Crow’s tonight, and I have to delay them. There’s no way I can cancel this dinner, not after canceling so many before, not after Mum rang yesterday to confirm and I said yes, thinking, of course, everything would be sorted by then.

      God.

      Someone knows.

      They really, truly know.

      All my progress with controlling my anxiety, every breath technique and thinking strategy, is out the window. The only thing that helps is focusing on driving, trying to ignore my rapid breaths and thumping heart. I have to calm down. Mum and Dad can’t know anything is wrong. I have to get through this dinner and then figure out what happens next.

      What does happen next?

      Are we going to prison?

      Concealing a body is a crime, isn’t it? Unlawful burial too? Goldie is a missing person, and we’ve been aware of what happened to her. And now we can’t even help locate her.

      What on earth are we going to do?
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      I am on fire.

      Not literally. But the words are flying off the page, I am typing rapidly, and for the first time in forever I am writing, truly writing, and it is flowing easily and I am enjoying it.

      Ever since coming back from work, that message, the horror of digging for Goldie and finding nothing, I have been writing with a passion. A fury. I don’t even know what this story is about. It is just anger, put to the page.

      Downstairs there is noise again, a crashing, then something being dragged across the floor. She has been doing it ever since the others came round. I wonder if this is her idea of some kind of revenge for Cuckoo, trying to disturb me. But I have my headphones to solve that, and I have way bigger problems.

      The writing has gone so well I don’t realize the time until the sound of a beeping lorry reversing interrupts me. I heave myself off the sofa and peer out of the front window. Sure enough, there is a large van outside, parked up across the road from the house. Removals is written on the side. Two men, middle-aged with paunches and tattoos, emerge from the front. One opens up the back of the van; the other crosses the road toward us. It’s only when he disappears from view and I hear the faint buzz of Chelsea’s doorbell downstairs that I realize what’s happening.

      She’s moving.

      In confirmation, Chelsea emerges from the house with the moving man. They stand and talk to each other for a minute, him gesturing, her nodding, and then the other man joins them, and they head back inside again.

      She’s actually leaving. I can’t believe it.

      Chelsea, who when I first moved in, said my accent was interesting and was stunned to learn I had a degree. Who told me to hurry up and leave or find a boyfriend so a nice couple could have the flat instead, and that I made far too much noise. Always too much noise, always coming up and complaining.

      She’s leaving. I don’t have to worry about her ever again. Cuckoo will be chuffed.

      Goldie would have loved this.

      “Thank you,” I say out loud.

      The doorbell rings again, but this time it’s for me. Time really has run away from me because everyone is coming round about that message and I haven’t had the time to think about what I’m going to do. How I’m going to help the situation, if there’s any possible way to help when Goldie is gone.

      They’re all there: Cuckoo, Starling, Wren. It no longer feels weird to see them after so many years, our natural way of slotting together returning as if no time has passed at all. They’re worried, I can see it in each of their faces, but the moving van has brought a welcome reprieve as Cuckoo jerks her head in the direction of it with a triumphant grin.

      “Did you see Chelsea chatting to those removal guys?” she says. “Is she moving out?”

      “I think so,” I say, and she claps her hands in glee.

      “We did it,” she says. “Power in numbers. Power in our group. Justice again.”

      Again? Is that truly what we did before?

      “And that’s what we’ll do to whoever is messing with us,” she adds, and my stomach clenches.

      The writing is abandoned, the three of them invited inside, and the kettle flicked on. When I put four mugs of tea on the coffee table, I expect them to immediately sit down, gather round, begin discussing what to do, but they are mesmerized by the scene unfolding outside. Chelsea’s existence, compacted into that van, soon to be driven far away from here. I join them at the window, watching too. At one point I think Chelsea catches us staring, glaring up toward us, but then she shields her eyes, and I think the sun’s reflection is keeping us hidden. The last item is loaded into the van, and it is closed up with a bang. Chelsea speaks with the men and waves as they drive away. She hasn’t gotten into the front with them; there is clearly more to do here first. I know she doesn’t have a car. On the rare occasions we both go to work at the same time, she walks firmly ahead of me.

      With nothing else to see, we retreat from the window. But just as we sit, finally ready to talk, there is a knock at the door.

      It can only be Chelsea.

      “I’ll get it,” Cuckoo says automatically, but I raise my hand to stop her.

      “I’ll do it,” I say. “This is my moment of triumph, after all.”

      Chelsea smells vaguely of sweat as she stands in the hall. Her face has that sheen of it too, which she seems self-conscious of as she keeps wiping her brow. Her hair, pulled back into a tight bun, is coming loose, the efforts of the previous few hours taking their toll. I haven’t seen her without makeup before, or without looking perfectly put together. Her clothes, a loose-fitting white T-shirt and black leggings, are tidy enough, but the leggings have scuffs and dust on them. She has a set of keys in one hand and an envelope in the other.

      “Philip said to give you these to hang on to,” she says, no polite greeting apparently necessary. “They’re the keys to my—to the flat downstairs, and in here is a printout of the final inventory I’ve done and my forwarding address. He’ll be down next week to get them.”

      “You are leaving then,” I say. “I saw the moving van.”

      “Yes.”

      No further information, no explanation. I sense movement behind me, turn and see Cuckoo has crept along the hallway to listen to the conversation. I pull a face at her, and she retreats into the living room.

      “Careful with that one,” Chelsea murmurs.

      “She’s my friend.”

      “Yeah? How come I never saw her around before then?”

      “We lost contact since school. We reconnected recently.”

      Chelsea raises her eyebrow. “Well, you know best, I’m sure. She’s made herself very cozy, very quickly. And the others too. You should be careful with all of them.”

      I ignore her, reaching out for the keys and envelope. “Where are you moving to?”

      “Far away from here,” she replies.

      She turns and walks away, and I can’t resist having the final word. “Did Cuckoo bother you that much?”

      Chelsea stops but doesn’t turn around. “You’re very different when you’re with them, and it’s not in the way you think.”

      In a good way, I want to tell her, and it is how I think, but she resumes walking down the hall and disappears down the stairs.

      “She’s gone!” Cuckoo shouts when I return. “Ding-dong, the witch is dead!”

      “Truly gone,” I say. “Here are her keys.”

      “If this were any other time, I’d say let’s look in her flat,” Starling murmurs. “But we have more important priorities right now.”

      The message.

      “This is about Goldie,” Wren says. “They knew we were at Bishop’s House that night; the message was timed too perfectly. They know something, at least, if not the whole truth.”

      “They’re pretending to be her,” Cuckoo says. “It’s sick. And quoting the damn theory the police went with even though no one has seen her since.”

      Starling laughs bitterly. “The police never cared. You want to get away with something, choose your victim well enough and you’ll be fine.”

      This is the truth. It’s odd to look back on because to us Goldie was the perfect victim, and this was what we were so terrified of. That we’d be found out immediately, that with even the weakest attempts at investigation, everything would be uncovered. Goldie was blonde and beautiful and young and kind. In Netflix documentaries, the girls always look like her. The cases that go viral, the ones everyone is talking about. But actually, the rest of the world didn’t see Goldie like that. Blonde, but cheap peroxide blonde. Beautiful, but in an obvious, overdone, classless way. Young, but eighteen soon and able to make her own decisions. Kind, but actually no one cared about that.

      Perhaps we imagined her all along, our fifth friend, and she never existed at all.

      Cuckoo takes a sip of her tea. Mine is forgotten, and must be lukewarm now. Wren has also left hers untouched. I am aware, suddenly, of the emptiness of this house. Chelsea is gone, and though someone new will replace her in due course, when these three leave, I will be all alone. It is what I pictured wanting so much when I was younger, but now I’m reminded of Bishop’s House, and a shiver passes through me.

      “Who could this be?” Starling says. “Someone who knows us, someone who could know about Goldie. Someone who wants to scare us.”

      “As long as it’s not one of us,” Cuckoo says. “Anyone want to own up right now?”

      There is a pause. We look at each other in turn. She’s there, Goldie, determined to make herself known. She might as well be pointing to her chest—look at me, look at me, look at me—but I look at the others, and even though my gut twists, I can’t think it of them.

      I shake my head. “Why would one of us do something like this? It makes no sense.”

      And Goldie, in the corner of my eye, smiles.

      “Someone must have been watching somehow,” Wren says.

      Cuckoo finishes her drink, places it on the coffee table but not on a coaster, which itches at me to correct. “Then who? Has anyone ever mentioned anything to anyone—even something maybe innocuous at first? Any kind of link that they could then investigate?”

      There is a relief in the four of us together. Chelsea called me different, but I am better with them. I don’t need to fight it; I need to embrace it.

      “I never have.” Wren bites her lip. I notice the dead skin peeling from it, a long-term habit she has never been able to break. She tears a piece off, puts it into her mouth, and swallows, which makes me feel even more queasy than I already am.

      “Crow?” Cuckoo says. “What about you? Didn’t you mention you had lots of close friends at university? None of them know anything?”

      “My friends?” I swallow. “I—no, we didn’t talk about that.”

      Starling frowns. “What is it? You’ve gone bright red.”

      “You have said something,” Cuckoo says. “For God’s sake, Crow⁠—”

      “No!” I say. “It’s not that. I haven’t, I promise.”

      “Then what’s wrong?”

      “It’s just . . . I didn’t . . . I may have . . .”

      “May have what?”

      “I didn’t have any friends at university, alright?” I snap, face hot. “I tried. They just . . . They were so different. I don’t know. It didn’t happen.”

      And I really did try. Researched all their posh schools, tried to understand the references they made to particular people or bars or places, always volunteered to help out at various societies. But it was like they physically recoiled from me, as if no matter what I did, they could sense I didn’t belong, even though I worked so hard.

      The others don’t know how to respond to this. They look, worst of all, embarrassed.

      If Goldie were here, she would rescue me right now. Bring the attention onto her. But when I look for her again, she’s gone.

      So I have to do it myself. “What about Hugo’s wife?”

      We have been dancing around her, around him, this whole time.

      “There is no one with more motive,” I say. “She has to be the one who sent the message.”

      “So what do we do?” Wren asks. “We can’t exactly just confront her.”

      “Maybe we can, in an indirect way,” Cuckoo says. “I have a plan.”

      Oh God. We all know how a plan from Cuckoo ends up.
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      I am outside Hugo Fletcher’s house.

      God, I hope Cuckoo’s plan works. Crow is nearby, in case anything goes wrong, but Starling and Cuckoo are far away. We couldn’t risk Hugo’s wife seeing Cuckoo, connecting the dots. If she is innocent, she will have no idea who I am.

      When we came here before, I was a nervous wreck. But it was exciting too, I’ll admit. Crowded together between the brambles, so close we could feel each other’s breath, staring out at Hugo and his wife, their intimate, private moments together. And then we would follow Hugo out, my heart pounding, and then that led to . . .

      An expensive car pulls in the driveway, and Hugo’s wife steps out, slamming the door behind her. She is, thank God, alone, carrying a couple of shopping bags. I wait for her to go inside, then stare at my phone until ten minutes have passed. Only then do I finally approach the front door, which smells faintly of fresh paint. My hand is shaking as I raise it to press the doorbell.

      There is nothing, no response. I wait a few seconds and then press it again.

      This time, I see a shadow through the small frosted glass window. Then the door opens, and Hugo’s wife is standing in front of me, and for a second I am speechless, and I fear I am gaping at her. We have watched her so much, to see her up close in the flesh is bizarre. She truly is the woman we observed from afar, dainty and pretty and all edges, sharp elbows and protruding collarbone and slim hips. She is wearing a pretty polka-dot dress with black tights. The only flaw I can find on her is a tiny chickenpox scar on her forehead. Between her feet, a Ragdoll cat weaves around her.

      “Hello?” she says, with an amused raise of her perfectly arched eyebrow.

      “Hello, I’m sorry to disturb you.” My mouth is dry. I have to swallow, lick my lips. “I live the street over from here, and I’ve been asking neighbors if they have seen anything suspicious around that could help the police. I’ve been broken into, you see, and it’s been ever so dreadful.”

      It is a poor imitation of Hugo’s wife’s voice, the soft, lilting tone.

      But it works, somehow; her initial suspicion breaks into sympathy, and she holds the door wide. “Oh, you poor thing. I can’t say I have, but why don’t you come in for a cup of tea? I have just put the kettle on. Where was it you were broken into?”

      “Barker Street,” I say, silently thanking myself for checking what the street over was called before coming here. It is another millionaires’ road, and I am glad that the richer you get, the less likely it is you mingle with your neighbors. She has no idea I am lying. She is actually inviting me inside. “I don’t want to trouble you . . .”

      “Nonsense,” she says. She bends down to scoop the cat up, hugging it close to her chest. “This is Miss Marigold, she’s pleased to make your acquaintance. Come on in.”

      “She’s gorgeous,” I say, as this admittedly stunning cat blinks her big blue eyes at me. I stroke her gently on the head and then step into Hugo’s house. The door shuts behind me, and there is a rush of warmth from the heating. This is not a woman who needs to worry about which days she is going to turn it on and which will be spent underneath blankets.

      There is an entrance hall to this place before even entering the house proper, another door Hugo’s wife opens, which has a huge stained glass window. There is a clock on the gray painted wall, and underneath, one of those stylish old-fashioned-looking radiators, but otherwise this small space is empty, carpets swept clean by what I assume is a professional cleaner rather than Hugo’s wife herself. We enter through the stained glass door to a wide-open hallway. There is a staircase on the right, but there are doors on the ground floor in both directions, just like Bishop’s House. There are pictures hanging on the wall, though none of Hugo, and at the top of the stairs I spy another cat, a simple tabby this time, which sits and licks its paw and is entirely uninterested in me.

      “This way,” Hugo’s wife says. “That’s Mr. Chomp up there. Be careful, he bites.”

      Does every cat have an honorific? I don’t need to ask how the tabby got his name.

      The house is very clean.

      It is all I can think about as I perch on one of the dining table chairs Hugo’s wife has directed me to sit in. She did not bring me into the living room, which was on our immediate left when we came inside, but instead walked down the hallway (carpets meticulously scrubbed, not a scrap of anything on them), past the stairs, and through to the open-plan kitchen. In an effort to impress me, as this is clearly the biggest room in the house, or simply because there is more space on a practical level, I am not sure. It startles me, because this is the room I know, the one we can see from the garden. I stare out at it, wondering if Cuckoo is really there, but if she is, she is hidden well. There is the island, with the white marble that sparkles, but Hugo’s wife has taken me to the dining table which seats at least six, eight at a squeeze, painted white wood and hard white chairs. Everything is white apart from the cabinet handles, which are matte black; the oven, which is also black and has the cleanest screen door I’ve ever seen; and the floor, which is dark tiles and must have underfloor heating. The white blinds are dust-free, the skirting boards as if they were wiped moments before I arrived. There is a tray (white, of course) and six silver bowls on the floor beside the bin. Water is in three; the others are wiped clean. For the cats, I assume, but there is no sign of any cat hair or mess. Looking at Miss Marigold, with all her fluff, it seems impossible she doesn’t constantly make her mark. It’d be nice to have a cuddle with her, but something tells me this place doesn’t have a cuddly environment.

      Hugo’s wife is very clean too. As she puts Miss Marigold on the ground and begins making the tea, I study her. She has the pinkish complexion of someone freshly showered, ruddy cheeks and smelling of bath salts. Her hair is tied into a delicate side plait that skirts her left shoulder. She does not sit down, even when she brings the mugs over, which are matching china. She stands at the head of the table, hands wrapped around the back of a chair, revealing navy-blue fingernails manicured to perfection. Her mouth is set in a thin line, hiding her full lips. She’s pretty, but I suppose Hugo would not have had her any other way. She taps her fingers on the back of the chair, a nervous habit, and I see that her wedding ring, that huge engagement ring she wore on all the television appearances, is gone.

      Hugo’s wife has no idea she has offered to make a cup of tea for one of the women who murdered her husband.

      “There are three cats,” she says suddenly, her first words since checking whether I take sugar. She must have seen me looking at the bowls. “I can fetch them if you’d like. I used to have the one, before . . .”

      Before Hugo died?

      Went missing, I hastily correct my thoughts. That’s all she knows.

      “That’s alright,” I say. “I love cats. Though I am rather wondering if I should get a dog, after the break-in.”

      “Of course,” she says. “It can be scary being alone in a house. I haven’t seen anything, but I am sure the police are doing everything they can.” She clears her throat. “They still look for my husband. I am sure you’re aware of him.”

      “Yes,” I say, because is it weirder to say no? “I am so sorry.”

      “Well,” she says. “It has been a long time.”

      She starts to pick at her nails; any second now a chip of varnish is going to come off and spoil her flawless look. Does she have bottles of the stuff upstairs, ready to touch up at a moment’s notice?

      Is she the person who sent us that message?

      She drums her long fingernails on the counter. “We were buying a property together, going to be starting a business in the rental market. And then . . .”

      Bishop’s House.

      “I’m so sorry,” I repeat, because she seems to be speaking without me needing to press her, and it’s going so well I can’t believe it.

      She wipes her eyes. I hope I haven’t made her cry. “It was that abandoned old palace, the one on the hill? Have you ever been there?”

      The question, she has no idea, is so unintentionally loaded my throat swallows of its own accord, and I have to take a sip of my tea to try and disguise it. She is looking at me innocently, slight frown between her brows. I have to recover this.

      “Never,” I say. “I think I have heard of it though. You did not buy it in the end?”

      “No,” she says. “I hear it has sold recently at last. I wish the new owner luck.”

      It’s not her. Part of me wondered, as she had almost bought it before, in what feels like another lifetime ago, if she had now gone through with it. I’m not sure if it is relief that sluices down my arms and legs, or simply a release of adrenaline, of finally understanding she is not going to hurt me, there is no trick here, she did not send us the message.

      “I am sorry.” She shakes her head. “You’re here about your burglary. What was it you wanted to talk about exactly?”

      “Right.” I take a sip of the tea; in my nerves, I asked for two sugars, and it tastes far too sweet, sickly in my mouth. “You really haven’t seen anything?”

      She inhales deeply, frowns, and stares off into the garden behind me. “It’s funny, but I am sure there was someone watching me from the bushes out there once.”

      My heart, regular as always, begins thumping. “Watching you?”

      “Yes. Gosh, you don’t think they were casing my place out?”

      “Perhaps it was simply a fox.”

      “A fox,” she says. “Do you know, I have never seen one?”

      “Me neither,” I say, even as the memory of that fox and our innocence hits me deep in the chest.

      I make my excuses, thank her for her hospitality, and leave. We are no closer to finding out who sent the message.

      I am thinking exactly this when across the road, caught out, obviously not expecting me to have left Hugo’s wife’s house so quickly, I see Patricia standing there.

      Patricia. Goldie’s aunt.

      All thoughts of Hugo’s wife are forgotten.

      She has seen me too. She raises a hand to her mouth, looks left and right, and then breaks off into a run.
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      “Patricia! Patricia, we know you’re in there. Open the door!”

      I bang again on Patricia’s front door. The paint is peeling away at the edges, and the doorbell doesn’t seem to work. Looking through the letter box, I can see the stairs that lead straight up to the flat Goldie used to live in with her aunt, the carpet scuffed and torn. There is a coatrack with a raincoat and a leather jacket half obscuring my vision, but I can see the light is on upstairs. And in any case it doesn’t matter, Wren saw her running away, followed her back to this street opposite our old school.

      It’s Saturday, so the school is locked up and closed, but it still feels weird being here again. Parts of the school are exactly as I remember them, even down to the drooping football languishing on the veranda roof outside the visitor entrance. But other parts are different: fresh paint, new doors, even a whole new building, the Portakabins finally gone. Where we used to sit and hang out, where we sprayed that graffiti, is no more.

      The last time I was here in the end was to pick up my A level results, the three A’s I had so desperately wanted my entire life, the culmination of my fourteen years of education. I always imagined I’d be the happiest I had ever been, that nothing could ever be as great as that moment. But in reality, it was hollow. I shuffled along in a socially distanced line, picked up the envelope from the gloved hands of an admin member of staff I didn’t even recognize, and opened them at home alone because celebrations and gatherings were not allowed. Miss White wasn’t there to tell me how proud she was. Wren and Cuckoo and Starling had their own allotted time slots to pick up their results, so I didn’t see them. And Goldie was, of course, never going to see what she ended up with.

      So when I opened that brown envelope, my fingers weren’t even trembling. And actually, I didn’t get the grades I was after at first. But after a change of mind, another errant decision that altered the trajectory of our lives again, I got what my teachers wanted for me. The three A grades were delivered home. And I still felt nothing, barely a flicker of joy. Was that it? Everything I had cared so much about?

      With Goldie dead, printed letters on a piece of paper became so much smaller.

      Instead, I couldn’t stop thinking about her. About the life she had lived.

      We never really came to Goldie’s flat, even though she lived so close to school. The most we did was hang around outside while she went up to fetch something or get changed. On the extremely rare occasion we were allowed in, it was because Patricia wasn’t there, or if one of us was desperate for the loo. The narrow stairs led straight up to the living room, the blue velvet sofa Goldie told me only cost twenty pounds from the used furniture shop down the road backed onto the small wall separating the two areas. The kitchen was in the same room, cramped and impossible for more than one person at a time to maneuver, and the bathroom led off from it. Then there was the box room, half Goldie’s bedroom, half Patricia’s office, which wasn’t able to fit more than two of us. Patricia’s bedroom door was always closed, so I never saw inside.

      There was the garden around the back, which they shared with Agatha, the downstairs neighbor who has been twitching her curtains as we bang on Patricia’s door. It always felt awkward before too, like Agatha could intrude any minute. I certainly knew the feeling when Chelsea still lived beneath my flat.

      Most often, we went to Wren’s or Starling’s. It just made sense. It’s odd being here, when Goldie meant so much to us, and hardly knowing a thing about where she lived beyond the most basic of descriptions. This was where she slept, where she spent most of her time. And since her death, we have never been back.

      As if to prove a point, Goldie appears from behind me, leaning against her front door with a small smile, arms folded.

      “Not now,” I tell her, as always.

      She smiles wider, as usual refusing to speak to me.

      “What?” Wren says, startling me. For a moment I had forgotten she was there too. “What do you mean?”

      I wonder if Wren ever sees her. Does Cuckoo or Starling? Or is it just me that’s being haunted?

      I shake my head. “Nothing.”

      “She’s not answering,” Wren says, and it takes me a second to realize she’s talking about Patricia, not Goldie. “What do we do?”

      Goldie raises her eyebrow at me, challenging me with a look I don’t understand. And then she shrugs, walks away, vanishes before I turn to try and follow where she’s going.

      I can never follow her.

      I turn back to the door, crouch down to the letter box, open it, and speak through it. This time, my voice isn’t raised. I am calm. “Patricia, I’m sorry for banging on the door like that. We just want to talk. Please? For Goldie? We just want to know what’s going on. Why you ran away when you saw Wren. That’s all.”

      There is no response. I close the letter box, stand up. There is nothing else we can do.

      “We’ll come back,” Wren says. “With Cuckoo and Starling. She’ll have to talk to us then.”

      Yes, Cuckoo and Starling to the rescue where I’ve failed.

      We are about to turn away when we hear the rattling of a key inside the lock, and the front door opens.

      Seven years have hardened her, and she was hard enough to begin with. Her lips are puckered and dry, the victim of too many cigarettes, yellow staining the edges of her mouth and her teeth. She’s lost a lot of weight and it shows in her skin, which positions itself weirdly on her face as if it’s not sure where it’s meant to be. Her cold eyes widen at the sight of me, just as I’m sure my eyes are widening in shock at her.

      Patricia.

      Goldie’s aunt, the woman she hated. The woman who hated her.

      “Come in,” she says, her voice gruff and deeper than I remember.

      We follow her up the stairs, Wren closing the door behind us. It’s exactly like before, blue velvet sofa still backed up against the low wall. Patricia directs Wren and me to sit on it while she perches on a brown leather pouf. There’s a coffee table between us, but it still feels too close for comfort, especially with the way she’s staring at us. I look around, try and create some distance by leaning back, but it’s no use. There is a bookshelf next to the television, filled with books.

      “You like reading?” I ask, as a way to fill the silence.

      “I used to,” Patricia says gruffly. “I did English at Cambridge, much good it did me.”

      A vague memory pops into my head of Goldie talking about Patricia to me. It was after I was rejected from Cambridge and discovered Wren had made it in. Goldie told me not to worry, that Cambridge wasn’t the be-all and end-all, and when that didn’t work, she told me that Patricia had gone to Cambridge, and look where she ended up. That degree hadn’t mattered at all.

      I didn’t believe her, thought she was making it up to make me feel better. How could Patricia, that horrible woman, have gone there?

      Now, I frown at the bookshelf in Patricia’s living room. It is filled with books, yes, but there are no photographs of Goldie alongside them, and none anywhere else either, nothing to suggest Goldie was ever here at all. I try and look past Patricia to see if Goldie’s room has its door open, but the door is firmly closed.

      Did she throw all of Goldie’s things away? Has she kept anything at all?

      “You’ve grown up,” Patricia says. “Both of you. I imagine the other two have as well. You called her Goldie, you know, when you called through the door. What did you call yourselves again?”

      “Crow,” I whisper. “And this is Wren.”

      “Crow and Wren.” She rubs her jaw. “Where’s the sparky one? Always had something to say.”

      She means Cuckoo. “It’s just us two.”

      “But you are all together again, aren’t you?”

      This makes me shiver. “What do you mean?”

      “I saw you. Couldn’t believe it, actually. I almost thought . . .” She barks out a laugh. “I almost thought I’d see her with you, that she really had just run away after all these years.”

      “What do you mean, you saw us?” Wren asks. “That’s too much of a coincidence, isn’t it? You just happened to see us when we haven’t been together in years?”

      “I’ve been keeping tabs on you all,” Patricia says. “I thought if I kept an eye on what you were doing, maybe one of you would lead me to . . . well, no matter. The question is, why haven’t you been together in years?”

      “We drifted apart,” I reply quickly. “University. It happens.”

      “After your friend disappeared? You didn’t want to keep in touch to figure out what happened? Keep each other informed of news?”

      Shit. She has turned this around on us. This was meant to be us interrogating her, not the other way around.

      “It was too traumatic,” Wren mumbles. “And if something really big happened, there was some important news, of course we’d come together again.”

      “Like you have now, you mean?”

      Worse than shit. Fuck.

      She’s smart. Dangerously so.

      We have to be very careful.

      What are we doing here? The thought comes to me in a panic. Wren saw her, and then she called me, and we came to her flat as quickly as possible because . . . what? We thought she was suspicious? So what are we doing here then, rushing in without a plan? This isn’t like me. I should have considered all the details, all the possibilities of coming here. We’ve advertised ourselves now, exposed ourselves. And Patricia has clearly been watching.

      Have we made a terrible mistake?

      “Why did you run away?” I ask, eager to gain the upper hand. “When you saw Wren, why not talk to her? Why run away unless you had something to hide?”

      Unless you were the one who sent that message.

      We can fix this. Question Patricia. If she’s the one behind all of this, we need to know. So we can deal with her together.

      There is no lying low in this. Not when there is murder involved.

      “Because I was caught by surprise. I didn’t want to confront Wren then. I wanted to confront all of you. But two is better than nothing, so I will ask what I’ve wanted to ask the four of you for years. What happened to my niece?”

      This is a bluff. She knows what happened. It’s Patricia; of course it is.

      She moved her body, and now she wants to torment us.

      “Like you care,” I say. “You hated her.”

      She reels back as if I have slapped her. “Hated her? Is that what you think?”

      “It’s what we know.”

      “You said hated,” she says. “Past tense.”

      Fuck, fuck, fuck. I ignore Wren’s panicked, pointed look in my direction. My chest is becoming very tight.

      “You hate her,” I say. “Don’t pretend to care now.”

      “Was she with you?” Patricia asks. “When she was sneaking out? She tried to pretend she was doing this alone, but I knew. Was it you four? Or was there a boyfriend?”

      What do we do? What do I say?

      I wish Cuckoo was here; she’d know how to handle this.

      No, Goldie was the best at that.

      Well, I can’t wish for Goldie anymore.

      “She was sneaking out?” Wren echoes, in what feels like genuine surprise. I’m surprised. I had no idea she was such a good actress. “When? During lockdown?”

      Patricia nods. “Taking out alcohol. I thought . . . I hoped it was you four.”

      Wren shakes her head. “It wasn’t us.”

      “If you knew she was sneaking out, why didn’t you tell the police when she went missing?” I’m surprised by how angry I am. “If you didn’t hate her, why didn’t you do everything possible? Make them explore every avenue? Why did you let her get forgotten?”

      Patricia has visibly slumped, eyes no longer bearing into me. “Alright. Maybe I was glad she was gone. For a while! We argued constantly. That last night . . . it was particularly hard. I didn’t think it was serious. I thought she’d run away for a bit and would . . . come back.”

      Goldie had mentioned an argument with Patricia; that was why she was late.

      What if Patricia means this? What if she doesn’t know as much as we think?

      No. This is Patricia. I can’t let her trick me.

      “I did tell the police,” she says. “They thought it meant it was even more clear that she had run away. So I listened to them.”

      “Why are you pretending to care all of a sudden?” I persist. “What’s changed?”

      Her eyes are closed. “How old are you now? Twenty-four? Twenty-five?”

      “What the hell does that matter?”

      “That’s older than I was when your Goldie was brought to me.” She speaks softly. “I was twenty-two. My brother . . . her father . . . there was an age gap between us. He was ten years older than me, and he was like a father to me too. Our own parents were pretty useless, and he raised me. Made sure I did alright. He had her when I was fourteen, and I have to admit I resented her, this new baby, taking his attention away. And I hated her mother.”

      The only woman Goldie hated more than Patricia.

      It feels odd, hearing her speak like this. I wonder for a moment how it would feel to be suddenly in charge of an eight-year-old.

      “When my brother died, and that woman left, I didn’t believe it for a long time,” she continues. “I was in denial. Swamped in grief. I was not prepared for a child, especially not one as precocious as her. Maybe I did resent her, alright? Maybe there was some hate there. But I love her too. I never said it, but I love her. She’s my brother’s child.”

      To my amazement, she starts to cry. She finds a tissue in her pocket, wipes at her eyes.

      “You were awful to her,” I say, because this is all I know.

      “I was. I did try, in so many ways. I think maybe I hated her until she left and I realized I didn’t, and it was too late. She didn’t understand . . .”

      “No. You don’t get to talk for her.”

      “You’re right.” She bites her lip, an action that reminds me of Wren. “I’ve messed up. I’m drinking more . . . I don’t know what to do with myself. Every birthday, every Christmas, I keep thinking she’ll call. She’ll send some kind of message. But there’s nothing.”

      Wren looks at me, pained, and I have to look away.

      “But you were all there for her, weren’t you?” Patricia is suddenly desperate, reaching forward over the coffee table and grabbing me by the arm. “Did you do it?”

      The fear is back; I practically splutter as I pull away from her. “Do—do what?”

      “Get her to London. Is she there now? Can she just at least tell me she’s okay? Can you? That she’s not . . .”

      She thinks she’s alive?

      I have waited too long to answer, and sure enough, her face changes. Hardens again, grows cold. She is looking directly at me as she says, “Or there is the other option.”

      Goldie is drinking her cider.

      She is laughing, she is dancing, she is singing.

      She is on the roof.

      She screams.

      She is on the ground.

      She is lying there and she isn’t moving.

      She is dead, she is dead, she is dead.

      I wish we could tell her the truth. No, I wish we could tell her the lie. Tell her yes, we got Goldie to London and she’s living a wonderful life and she’s happy, and she doesn’t need your guilt or your apologies because she’s a famous model now. She accomplished all her dreams, and she’s as perfect as ever.

      But I can’t. Wren knows it too.

      And we can’t tell her the truth either.

      “We don’t know what happened to her,” Wren says. She reaches over now too, taking Patricia’s hand from my arm and holding it within hers. “We’re sorry, Patricia. We thought you might know something. That’s why we were so keen to talk to you.”

      “I’m so sorry,” I say, because I can’t help it. Before I can stop them, tears are falling down my cheeks.

      When Patricia passes me a tissue, I feel like the worst person in the world.
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      It is a few days later when Starling has a new idea.

      
        
          
            
              
        The new owner of Bishop’s House. Do we know who that is? Wren, has your mum told you?

      

      

      

      

      

      She has not, in fact, told me because I have been avoiding her since that phone call. Christmas will be soon, and that means no escape from her and Dad and their disappointment in what I’ve become. Cambridge was all they could talk about to anyone the entire time I was there. My daughter got into Cambridge. My daughter is studying in Cambridge. Well, my daughter is currently at Cambridge, so blah, blah, blah. After Cambridge was trickier. I didn’t become the consultant/academic/barrister/whatever of their dreams. I became an English teacher, and they always talk about how I could be so much more. Which is funny, because what’s more than helping the future generation? But they don’t see it like that. I haven’t even told them about the promotion because I know they would make the right noises and pretend they’re happy for me, and then in the same breath ask when am I going to look for something more challenging, more suited to my ability? This is alright for now, but when will you do something we can brag about?

      But Starling wouldn’t understand it simply isn’t as easy as asking my mum about it. She’d want to know why, would question why I’m curious now when I wasn’t before, would spend forever on the details that didn’t matter. She’d ask follow-up questions later, weeks past, about my interest in Bishop’s House. Starling has a great relationship with her parents, however much she complains about them, and even Cuckoo and Crow wouldn’t get it. The only one who would have even slightly understood was Goldie.

      Though at least Patricia regrets her behavior.

      “I can’t do this,” Crow said, after we left Patricia’s house. There was no more talk, only crying and Patricia telling us she was glad Goldie had friends like us. My gut was twisted, as if someone had been wrenching it this way and that for the whole time. “That was awful. We know what happened to Goldie, and we didn’t tell her.”

      “We had to keep quiet,” I said. “Think of the pact. And besides, we don’t know where Goldie is either now.”

      “I don’t get it,” Crow said. “We’re at a dead end. Someone has moved Goldie’s body. She hasn’t vanished into thin air.”

      I bit my lip. “There haven’t been any more messages. Maybe they’re going to leave us alone.”

      “We can’t count on that. We have to think of something.”

      This something, after we told Starling and Cuckoo what had happened, has finally emerged. Starling said that there was something obvious we were missing. As much as I hate to admit it, it’s true. This is obvious, and we didn’t even think about it. Whoever bought Bishop’s House is the person with access to it. And for whatever reason, they have moved Goldie’s body in secret instead of calling the police, then decided to torment us.

      It’s barely gone four, but I have left work already, keen to have some time to myself for once. By the time I am out of the car and walking to my flat, I know how we can do this.

      I might not want to ask my mother directly about the new owner, but there is a way of finding out.

      My parents are away this weekend, I reply. I still have a key to their house. We can look in my mum’s office.

      “Oh my goodness, what are the chances?”

      I glance up from my phone, startled at the sound of a familiar, breathy tone. A few feet ahead of me, carrying a couple of shopping bags and in an incredible dark trench coat that reaches her ankles, is Hugo’s wife. She has her hair swept into one long side plait, and even though the night is starting to set in, she has a pair of expensive-looking sunglasses atop her head.

      I am conscious, immediately, of my work lanyard, hanging from my neck, the one that will out my real name and the fact I am an English teacher. I am in my cheap black trousers and a white shirt that has been washed too many times, leaving the color drained and grayish, and my hair is a state. A day of teaching always turns me into someone that looks like they’ve emerged from the jungle after ten years, but normally it doesn’t matter. Normally I don’t run into someone I’ve pretended to be a whole different person with.

      There is nothing I can do about my general appearance, but I can at least hide the lanyard. As Hugo’s wife walks toward me, I tuck it into my shirt.

      “They didn’t steal your car, did they?” she asks.

      “My car?”

      “Or is this some kind of decision to avoid drawing attention to yourself? This cheap little thing?”

      Oh, shit, of course. There’s my car as well, which isn’t even worth a thousand pounds.

      “That’s right.” I smile. “Better to be safe than sorry while everything is still being sorted out.”

      “Are you here to shop at that adorable boutique place around the corner too?” She brandishes her shopping bags proudly. “Bristol’s best-kept secret for sure.”

      I have no idea what boutique place she is talking about. “Not today, just a few errands to run, you know.”

      “Considering we live so near,” she says, “what are the odds we’d meet in a totally different area of town? I love a coincidence.”

      “Me too!” Is it a coincidence? Surely. She seems relaxed enough, and not even suspicious of my getup.

      “This is perfect,” she says. “I have something that will cheer you up—a charity event I’m helping to run this Sunday night, if you’re not doing anything. It’s in Hugo’s honor, to raise money for all missing persons in the local area.”

      Hugo’s honor. I have to keep my expression as neutral as possible, though his name sends my heart into spikes.

      All the while, my phone is buzzing in my pocket with messages, no doubt from the group chat about my suggestion.

      “Oh, that would be lovely,” I say, about to give my excuses, when she cuts me off.

      “Think about it,” she says. “I’m inviting everyone, so bring your friends. It would be great to see you.”
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      Wren’s house is so familiar, a common hangout spot for us all back when things were normal. Sure, Wren’s mum was a little full-on and her dad was basically nonexistent, but at least they weren’t embarrassing like my parents. My mum once tried to get everyone to do yoga with her in the back garden, for God’s sake. And Goldie actually agreed to do it!

      Oh, Goldie. What would you make of this mess?

      Thankfully, Wren’s parents are visiting her grandmother, so the house is empty and Wren still has a key. We’re careful to leave no trace of our presence as we make our way to Wren’s old bedroom, which has now become an office for her mum and dad. We’re used to sneaking around, so it’s no trouble, but where we’re going surprises me. I can’t believe Wren’s parents have got rid of all her stuff so easily. Even if I wasn’t at home I think mine would keep my room as some kind of shrine, and also as a backup plan. If anything went wrong, I know I’d have a place with them.

      Doesn’t seem to be the case here. Wren’s bed is gone, and so are all of her things. Wren mumbles that she has boxes of her stuff in her flat, but it’s weird, seeing the place so empty in comparison. There’s a big desk in the middle of the room with a swivel chair behind it and large Apple computer, and a chest of drawers that looks brand-new.

      The only signs of Wren once being in this room are the framed pictures on the walls. There is one directly behind the desk, the first thing visible when walking in, and that’s a copy of Wren’s degree certificate from Cambridge, proudly displayed. On the left wall is a photograph of Wren on graduation day in her gown, her parents on either side of her. They’re all smiling, but it feels a little forced, too posed. At least she has a proper graduation photo. Mine were all taken on Mum’s phone and aren’t professional looking at all. I don’t think Mum and Dad will bother to actually frame and display any of them, and as for my degree certificate, it’s still in the little booklet it came in, shoved in a drawer somewhere.

      Crow probably has hers framed.

      “This room is so different from when we used to hang out here,” she says now, looking around at the space and probably thinking the same as me, how odd it is that Wren’s parents are so keen to remove any trace of her, to take over her childhood bedroom like this. But then, it’s hard to know what Crow is thinking nowadays.

      “I’m glad to be out of this room,” Wren mutters.

      “So you really think Patricia is in the clear?” I say, because I’m dying to talk more about it. Wren explained what happened with Patricia to Cuckoo and me, but I’m fuming they saw her without me, that I missed such a scoop. “She couldn’t be messing with you?”

      Crow shakes her head. “She was sad, Starling. Really sad. It was . . . not nice to be around.”

      “I didn’t realize Patricia was around our age,” I murmur, “when she had to look after Goldie. I didn’t think of her like that.”

      “Me neither,” Wren says.

      “It doesn’t excuse how she treated her,” Cuckoo says. “She was horrible, let’s not forget. Goldie hated her.”

      “Maybe not,” I agree. “It does make you think though. Did she say how she felt about Goldie?”

      Crow sighs. “She said she hated her until she left and she realized she didn’t, but it was too late.”

      Patricia has been mourning Goldie. No, that’s not quite right. Missing her. Because she doesn’t know she’s dead, and we’ve kept that from her. From everyone.

      We didn’t have a choice.

      “Come on then,” I say, after an awkward silence. “Where should we be searching?”

      “Mum’s desk, for sure,” Wren says. “It’s where she keeps everything. She hates having stuff on a computer. Prefers everything by hand.”

      “Right, then!”

      Wren takes the drawers in front of the desk, I tackle the boxes stacked underneath it, and Cuckoo and Crow focus on what’s actually on the desk.

      “Got it!” Wren shouts. “Bottom drawer. There’s a whole file.”

      “Thank God your mother hates computers,” I say. Wren takes the file out and slams it on her mother’s desk. It’s huge, thicker than a book, with various sticky tabs and Post-its hanging out of the edges. The papers inside are haphazard too, not properly punched together, one threatening to slide out of place before Crow slots it back in with a push of her forefinger. “Let’s look inside. Be careful not to mess with the order.”

      A thrill rushes through me. This is real investigating. This is what I should be doing with my life. Not Beating Death, which is more like beating a dead horse.

      Wren opens the file, neatly labeled bishop’s house in thick black marker and capital letters. There is some early stuff to begin with, blueprints that map out the grounds and the layout of the house. I try not to look at the area drawn between the trees at the back, where Goldie once was. Wren quickly moves on anyway, skipping ahead to contemporary information, the part we really want.

      “Here we are,” Wren says. “There’s a load of planning permission stuff, things that seem to have gone back and forth for months. I don’t really understand it.”

      “It’s not like any of us are ever going to buy a house,” I say. “We don’t need to understand it; we just need a name.”

      But then Wren jerks backward, her face paling. “Wait, what?” she says.

      Crow frowns, exchanging a glance with me to confirm I am equally as confused. “What’s wrong?”

      “This can’t be right.” Wren pushes the file toward us. “Look. I can’t believe it.”

      I turn the file so it’s facing the rest of us and scan the page for a name. When I find it, I’m sure I must be as baffled as Wren is right now. Definitely as panicked. A cold shiver crosses both my arms, and I have to shake to be rid of it.

      This can’t be happening.

      Not again.

      “No,” Crow says. “This must be from before. There’s some mistake.”

      “It’s not before,” Wren says. “Look at the date of the sale.”

      “No,” Crow repeats, but there is no use in denying it.

      It’s there in black and white.

      Cassandra Fletcher.

      Hugo’s wife.
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        CASSANDRA

      

      

      One thing people always do is underestimate me.

      She fell for it, didn’t she, my poor-little-me act? They all do. Oh, Cassandra Fletcher, it must be so dreadful, and you must be so stupid, mustn’t you, with your peroxide-blonde hair and expensive makeup and clothes? With your dear cats and their indulgent names and no job to speak of. Well, why would you need a job when your husband and his family were so wealthy? And after his tragic disappearance, you are still being taken care of so well . . .

      I knew she wasn’t a neighbor. What neighbor in their right mind comes to the street over to discuss a burglary? Not to mention there was no news about it, no one else apparently affected. If not that, I would have known she wasn’t a neighbor from her clothes: They were cheap, no getting around it. A typical high-street shop outfit, fast fashion with no quality whatsoever, and yet the kind of look I am sure she considered one of her best. I would know, as I used to do the same, a long time ago. She was very young looking; in fact, when I answered the door, I thought she was a teenager at first, but there was something behind her eyes that made her wise beyond her years.

      She interested me. Why has this woman come to my door making up some nonsense about a burglary? And so I invited her in, put on my best woe-is-me act, made sure I came across exactly how I wanted: gullible, pliable, dim.

      It’s the easiest way to find out what someone wants.

      And what she wanted was information about my husband and Bishop’s House.

      Yes, I saw the way her beady eyes lit up when I mentioned them. She could barely disguise her excitement, her fingers gripping her mug of tea, her whole body leaning forward to hang on to my every word. All while I was talking, she seemed intently focused, as if waiting for me to say something in particular, and whatever it was, she seemed a mixture of satisfied and conflicted by the end of our conversation. There was something she wanted to say but decided not to.

      Which made me very curious.

      I had to bump into her again, accidentally on purpose, and invite her to the charity event I am involved in. I knew telling her it was about Hugo would draw her in.

      After all, everyone wants to know about Hugo. A disappearance is exciting, isn’t it? It doesn’t happen every day, and especially not to a man like him.

      Hugo, Hugo, Hugo. Where to begin with my complicated husband?

      It has been seven years since I saw him.

      If I’d have known it was the final time, would I have done anything different? Or would I still have made sure my last words to him were the same, the urgent warning that I knew exactly what he was up to, and if he didn’t stop, there would be consequences? Just like the last time.

      He didn’t listen. He never did.

      When I find my missing husband, I am going to kill him.

    

  


  
    
      
        
          
            CHAPTER THIRTY-NINE

          

          
            CUCKOO

          

        

      

    

    
      We should have killed them both when we had the chance.

      It makes me itch, thinking of Cassandra Fletcher. All the times I sat on the edge of her back garden, peering through her kitchen window and watching her, and I thought I was the one with the power. I had killed her husband, and I could rejoice in knowing her life was never going to be the same again. That was enough, that this dumb, shallow, materialistic woman was living a life of uncertainty, of never understanding what had happened to the man she loved. I studied her, sitting at her kitchen table, feeding her cats, and never saw her as anything but what she presented as. But all of these years, she has always been planning to come back to Bishop’s House. To take it from us.

      Not only that, but take Goldie from us too.

      How does she know so much? When she found Goldie, why did she move her body? Why send us that message pretending to be her? Why play these games?

      But I should have known. In a marriage with such a twisted individual as Hugo, his wife cannot be too far from his caliber. I always knew she was bad; I should have known she was evil too.

      I have become very good at noticing people when they don’t want to be noticed. Spying, some might call it, but I call it being observant. I notice my sister sneaking out to see her boyfriend, who Dad calls a “waster,” and to be honest he rather is, bottom in all his lessons and spending most of his time at the skate park, even when he’s meant to be in school. His greatest ambition, Carly once told me, is to die at twenty-seven like all the rock stars do. To this, I told her at least that means she only has nine more years of him, and she responded by hitting me with her pillow. We still share a room because what other choice do we have, and she is far worse at sneaking out than I ever was. It’s weird that she’s the age I was when I was doing it, in fact technically older, eighteen a couple of months ago, but it’s so different. I hear her shuffling her covers, accidentally kicking something, muttering under her breath, her phone screen bright as anything. She slips out to meet him and then comes back in the early hours, and I find I can’t sleep properly until I hear that click of the door, evidence that she has returned safe even though she’s not doing anything anywhere near as dangerous.

      I notice Dad too. The gray hairs and wrinkles that seem ever more present, even though he’s still young, really, despite being years older than when I first thought of him as ancient. He is ostensibly, by all first impressions, through his grief. He smiles and laughs and he even has started meeting his friends again for drinks at the pub, and he has a steady job and he’s earning an okay wage and he’s not crying every morning. But Dean tells me he still has moments where he walks into their room and Dad has Mum’s things out, a shoebox he created of her favorite trinkets that he can’t bear to get rid of. And he’s surrounded by tissues and he shouts at Dean to give him a minute and his eyes are red. I see that his nails are still bitten to the quick, that he’s always tired, that he goes out with his friends but he’s always the first one home.

      And I wish, when I see him like this, that I could tell him.

      I killed him, Dad. For you. For me. For Carly and Dean. For Mum.

      Hugo doesn’t get to breathe, not when he stopped her from doing it.

      It wouldn’t make him better, I know that. Not in the way I perhaps hoped when I did it. For myself too. I thought killing Hugo would take it all away, but actually I will never stop thinking of him. Not from any guilt or regret. There is a pleasure—perverse, maybe, twisted—in remembering him.

      Wren’s old bedroom is closing in around me, the walls shrinking by the second. My chest is tight, and each breath is more difficult than the last. I have to walk away, find myself opening the window and leaning down to breathe in the fresh air. We knew someone was out to get us, but this makes it so much worse.

      Cassandra Fletcher must know what we have done to her husband.

      And now she is out to take her revenge.

      “She lied to me,” Wren says. When I am able to lift my head and look at her, all I see in her face is betrayal. She is completely stricken. “She was so . . . I don’t know how to explain it. She had these cats with daft names, she made me a drink. She was sympathetic about the burglary story.”

      “Gullible,” I say, and she droops.

      “I didn’t mean to be. She lied, she wished good luck to the new owner!”

      “She fooled you,” I say simply. “Really, she fooled all of us. We never seriously considered her as a threat.”

      “She has the most reason to despise us,” Crow says. “We murdered her husband.”

      “But how could she know that?” Starling murmurs. “We were so careful. No one outside of this room should know anything.”

      “No more indirect confrontation,” I say. “We need to do what you two did with Patricia and bang on her door and demand answers.”

      Starling balks at this. “Big mistake. And I don’t think Wren and Crow did the right thing with Patricia either, but it’s too late to fix that now.”

      “Then what?” I ask. “We have to talk to her somehow.”

      “A public place is best,” Starling says. “Just in case. She could be dangerous, Cuckoo.”

      “We’re dangerous,” I say.

      “Even so,” Starling says, “we have to be careful. We can’t let that woman ruin everything.”

      “The charity event,” Crow says. “She invited Wren to that charity event she’s running.”

      Wren shakes her head. “You can’t seriously expect me to go to that? She obviously knows I’m not a neighbor. She’s up to something.”

      “It’s the safest option,” Starling says. “Crow’s right. She can’t do anything to you there, and she did say to bring some friends. We don’t know she knows that. Alright, she lied about owning Bishop’s House, but that could be for any number of reasons. For all intents and purposes, you’re her neighbor, we’re your friends.”

      Could this work? Even if Cassandra knows Wren isn’t really a neighbor, she can’t outright come and say it, can she? How is she going to play this?

      “A charity event.” I roll my eyes. “Of course she pretends she’s a good person.”

      “Maybe she isn’t such a bad person?” Crow ventures. “If she’s attending charity events?”

      “This is the woman who stood by my mother’s killer,” I say quietly. “The woman who married him shortly afterward.”

      Crow shakes her head. “I didn’t mean—I’m sorry. I didn’t think. I just meant, maybe now that Hugo’s gone, she’s become a better person? Maybe she⁠—”

      “Maybe she what, Crow? Saw Goldie’s body in the ground and moved it out of the goodness of her heart? Gave her a proper burial, did she, but just didn’t think to tell anyone?”

      I’m shouting now, but I can’t help it.

      “She stood by Hugo when he was in the dock. She’s played the part of the victim ever since he went missing. She lied to Wren. She’s not innocent in any of this.”

      “I’m sorry! Why are you like this? After everything we’ve done for you?”

      “Crow,” Starling says. “Don’t.”

      She whips round to glare at Starling. “Oh, everyone always takes Cuckoo’s side.”

      “That’s not what I’m doing,” Starling murmurs. “We need to be on the same page here. We all need to calm down.”

      I am anything but calm. Fuck Crow, and the way she never understands. Her father might have left her, but he’s still around. She knows where he lives. She can walk up to his house at any moment. She doesn’t know what it’s like to lose a parent. Really, truly lose them. The only one who ever did understand was Goldie.

      Goldie. This is about Goldie.

      We have to focus on her. Starling is right.

      “At this point, we have to assume it was Cassandra Fletcher who sent us the message pretending to be Goldie,” Starling continues. “She’s the new owner of Bishop’s House. We know she’s been inside the property, so it stands to reason she’s explored the grounds too. She’s the one who discovered Goldie’s body and moved it.”

      “But why move it?” Wren says, unable to hide her relief that Crow and I are no longer arguing. “That’s the part I don’t get. Why not call the police?”

      “That’s what we’re going to have to find out,” Starling says. “If we can all get along. Cuckoo? Crow?”

      Starling is so like Goldie in this moment, the peacemaker, pulling us together again.

      It’s what Goldie would want.

      I nod, begrudgingly. “We can get along.”

      Crow nods too.

      “Then it’s settled,” Starling says. “We have to speak to Cassandra Fletcher. And we have to suss her out, figure out who she is as a person. This charity event is perfect. She invited Wren, said bring along some friends. Well, we are absolutely going to go.”

      Starling is excited, I realize. Her eyes are sparkling and her mouth twitches as if trying to control a smile. This is exactly the kind of thing she’s always dreamed of: investigating, following up leads, infiltrating places. I have to ignore the twist of resentment in my gut that she is enjoying this and focus on keeping us together.

      We do this together, or not at all.

      Goldie is waiting for me when I leave Wren’s house.

      I take a deep breath.

      Is going to this charity event a good idea? I ask her.

      Goldie presses her lips together, frowning.

      Are you going to speak to me?

      You lost your temper, she says finally. Again. You always lose your temper.

      At Crow, I am quick to inform her. Crow always says the dumbest things. It’s like she’s deliberately playing devil’s advocate.

      Your way wouldn’t have worked.

      I want to tell Goldie this isn’t true, but we both know I’d be lying. She’s so real I want to reach my hand out and touch her, but every time I work up the courage to do this, I’m certain she’ll slip through my fingers and vanish, and with the illusion shattered, I will never see her again.

      How do you feel about Patricia now? she asks me, changing the subject.

      I don’t want to think about Patricia, I say. You hated her. That’s enough for me.

      We were so young, she says.

      Where are you? Please tell me.

      Oh, Cuckoo, she says. I’m right here.
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      The charity event is dedicated to the memory of Hugo Fletcher, and there are reminders of him everywhere. Photos, banners, and badges with his name—we’re surrounded by the man. And the whole theme is about missing persons, about raising money to give toward finding information and spreading awareness. It sets me on edge, it sets us all on edge, but there’s nothing we can do. We have to be here.

      The event is being held in one of the posh hotels near the harborside, and in typical English fashion, the rain and cold mean any hope of utilizing the beautiful gardens is out. Instead, the entire thing is in a big events room, large enough to accommodate the couple hundred people that are milling about. There are some round tables to sit at, and a few stands with information on them, but unless someone actually heads to one of these and picks up a leaflet, it’s difficult to know exactly what charity funds are being raised for here. There is a stage at the back of the room with chairs laid out in front of it, and apparently there will be an auction later of all sorts of things, and that’s what is going to raise the money. At the moment, it’s a free-for-all at the buffet—food and a networking opportunity. The event is open for anyone to attend, but it seems most people know each other, excited greetings and overenthusiastic kisses on cheeks for anyone, from dearest friends to distant acquaintances. It’s not our kind of place at all, and I’m worried we stick out like sore thumbs. There certainly isn’t anyone hugging us or kissing our cheeks.

      We tried our best with our outfits, but I can see now they’re not quite right. I probably look the most accurate in my Zara dress, but even this feels cheap compared to the real designer clothes the glamorous men and women are wearing around us. I can’t help but cringe for poor Cuckoo, whose most expensive piece of clothing is a coat of her mother’s she’s keeping on to hide her cheap shirt and trousers. Not that anyone seems to care enough to notice us; they slip past us as if we’re invisible, or perhaps they assume we’re some of the young staff members who are walking around with vol-au-vents. No one really seems to care about anything apart from their own circle of friends, certainly not the charity, which is the reason why they’re all here in the first place.

      Cassandra Fletcher is here, of course, but we give her a wide berth for now, as she is surrounded by her own circle of people. This includes Rodrick Fletcher, Hugo’s father, as well as other members of Hugo’s family, who I recognize from all the news conferences they’ve done over the years. It does not seem as though any of Cassandra’s family are here, or that anyone is particularly with her at this event. Which is good for us because it means she might end up alone at some point. And the farther we can get her from Rodrick, who is doubling Cuckoo’s anger every time she looks at him, the better.

      The four of us are at a table with a few canapés and a glass of prosecco each. Cuckoo’s glass is already empty, but Starling reminds her we aren’t here for the free alcohol, and Cuckoo snaps back that she’s perfectly aware of that, thanks. The rest of us are sipping slowly, scanning our environment, looking out for if the police have decided to be here, listening in on conversations to catch snippets of information about Hugo in case there is anything new. Everything is loud, bright, and making me nauseous.

      I watch Cassandra as she glides across the room, another woman’s cheek to kiss and hand to shake wholeheartedly. She has that same vulnerable energy she had when I was alone with her in her kitchen, a way of putting the attention onto the other person and shrinking herself so she seems inadequate by comparison. But I am watching her now, and I see her tricks, the subtle ways she steers and manages this other woman. She is in control of the conversation, but this other woman doesn’t realize it. This other woman is finishing her glass of wine, and Cassandra is kindly topping it up, but Cassandra hasn’t had so much as a sip of her own.

      She wears a disguise, constantly. But she is also constantly calculating.

      She is dangerous.

      “I have to go to the bathroom,” I say, because I can’t stand looking at her for another moment. “I won’t be long.”

      Before any of them can question it or even forbid me, I leap from the seat and hurry for the exit. There is a bored-looking staff member at the doorway to the foyer who points down the corridor before I have even finished my question—Where are the, oh, thank you—and I trod along a rather dirty carpet for such a posh hotel until I see the plastic sign stuck out from the wall with the stick figure of a woman on it. I don’t need to use the toilet. I enter and wash my hands, stare at the mirror for a while. I only leave when another woman comes in, heading straight into a cubicle without so much as a glance my way.

      Back toward the main room, there is a noticeboard with Hugo’s photograph on it, and the key information known about when he went missing. I stare at the date, the time he was last seen, the facts about him going jogging, about how his family and friends will pay a high reward for any clues that lead to him being found. He looks so friendly in this photo. He’s even playing with a dog, for God’s sake.

      By the time I return to the others, they are no longer at the table. I scan the room desperately for them, but they’re not far. They’re at the buffet table, standing together.

      And any relief I had from my brief break promptly vanishes.

      The nerves are back, full force, gripping me in the throat and stifling my breath.

      Because standing with the three of them, talking to them, is Cassandra.

      And as I approach, I can see Cuckoo’s face. She’s quietly fuming, it’s so obvious, and I realize it’s because Cassandra is talking to them normally. She doesn’t recognize Cuckoo from Hugo’s trial, doesn’t bat an eyelid at her. Cassandra Fletcher has taken up so much space in Cuckoo’s life, but Cuckoo hasn’t even taken a crumb of hers.

      But Cassandra Fletcher will recognize me.

      I hesitate a fraction too late; Starling and Crow spot me, and their eyes flicking toward me makes Cassandra, ever observant, turn and face me.

      “Hello, darling,” she says to me, and I am greeted with the same cheek kisses and brief embrace she has given everyone else. As she retreats, I catch a whiff of her perfume, floral and sweet and unassuming, just as she wants to be. “I am so glad you came. How are you doing? Have there been any updates on that dreadful burglary?”

      She is being as sweet as her scent, introducing me to Cuckoo, Starling, and Crow as if we are strangers. She tells them about the burglary story they all know is fake, and as she recites this tale, I have no idea how genuine she’s being. She is too difficult to read.

      “It would be so awful,” Cassandra says, “to feel unsafe in your own home.”

      “Actually,” I say, when there is finally a chance to speak, “these are my friends. You said I could bring some people along. I hope that was alright?”

      Cassandra laughs. “Oh, you are telling some of the truth then. I wondered if you would let me go through that whole charade and not say anything.”

      My anxiety, already pressing down on my chest, now decides to weigh ten tons. “What do you mean?”

      “I know these are your friends,” Cassandra says. “Here you all are.”

      She lifts a hand to her hair, which is swept up in a neat bun, and pats it carefully, making sure no strands have become loose. In doing so, the long sleeve of her dress falls to the crook of her elbow, revealing what she has secured to her wrist.

      Cuckoo gasps. Crow places both hands across her mouth. Starling’s eyes widen, and then she frowns, as if she can’t believe what she is seeing.

      And I go completely numb.

      “We need to talk,” Cassandra says, “don’t we?”

      There it is, on Cassandra Fletcher’s wrist: sparkling, each little ornament still in place, making the same clinking sound it always did.

      Goldie’s charm bracelet.
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      I found the body three days after I bought Bishop’s House.

      We had always intended to buy it, Hugo and I. He fell in love with the place after seeing it on one of his runs, insisted on asking his father for the money. I had no immediate objection, though the place looked rather ghoulish to me. When I said this to him, he laughed.

      “Darling,” he said, which was what he always called me. Sometimes, I wondered if it was because he had long since forgotten my name. “We’re not going to live in that horrible dump. We’re going to build flats there instead.”

      I was on board then. Had all sorts of ideas. Well, after Hugo disappeared, his father was not so keen on following through, pulled out, and that was that. I was sad; of course I was. And naturally I was sad about Hugo’s disappearance. I suppose I was in denial at first. I was convinced he’d swan in through the door after a few weeks, full of excuses. Then he didn’t. Even though our relationship was never love, not like that, perhaps there was a little bit of it in there. Despite it all. I’ll admit it threw me.

      Bishop’s House languished there, and a meeting with our solicitor a few months ago finally convinced Rodrick that this was a good decision. Hugo would be declared dead soon. I told him this was the perfect opportunity to capitalize on his legacy, that we could name the new flats after him. And it was a sound investment, which for Rodrick perhaps mattered more than the memory of his son.

      As soon as the keys were in my hands, I had landscapers in to give me an idea of what I was dealing with on the grounds. On that third day, after the landscapers had gone home, I walked around the garden with my own garden spade, keen to set out where I wanted certain features for the architect to take note of. The trees at the back were a problem, and I wanted to inspect the roots of them.

      I did not expect, upon digging in the center of them, to come into contact with a body. Or what was left of a body.

      She was bones, mostly. Damp, moldy clothes still hung on. Golden hair on the skull. And a pretty charm bracelet with her, every charm in place, sparkling among the soil. She was, very clearly, a young woman. The clothes told me that much, and the silly little bracelet.

      My first instinct was to throw up, but I managed to calm myself. I looked around, taking note of how carefully shielded this part of the grounds was from anywhere on the street. The only witness was Bishop’s House itself, looming large in the background, and even then obscured by other trees. No one had seen this; no one had seen it back then either, when she was buried here.

      The second instinct, one might suspect, would be to call the police. A body found on my property of which I had no knowledge—it seems a no-brainer.

      No. My second instinct was to bend down and recover the bracelet. I’ve always been a magpie. I took it, brushing away the dirt that had clung to it for years. It was expensive, where the rest of her was not. Beautiful. Had she stolen it? It was a good deed, really, to take it and wear it so it could be admired again.

      I could not guarantee, looking at that body, that I would not be linked to it in some way. Because I knew immediately, staring down at it, that Hugo had killed this girl and buried her here to get away with it.

      Hugo was no stranger to affairs. Short-term, long-term, everything in between. He flirted like he breathed; he slept with anyone willing. I learned this after our engagement, when I discovered text messages from two different women. But we are all fallible. There were worse things he could do than fuck a random girl. It was me he came home to, and that was what mattered.

      But this girl. There are no coincidences in life. He had killed her, and he had run to evade being caught.

      My husband does have a penchant for murder.

      It was easy to find who she was, to make the connection between a girl who had disappeared right around the same time he had all those years ago. She had been pretty, in a cheap sort of way. Obvious. Pouty-mouthed and big eyes and the kind of thinness only given to youth. At the time, there was talk of her having run away to London. She was never found, just like my husband.

      Oh, Hugo, I thought. You fool.

      Instead of calling the police, I had a body I needed to get rid of before the landscapers returned tomorrow morning.

      And a new bracelet.

      Oh well.

      For better, for worse.

      I made a vow.
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      Wren speaks before we can stop her. “Wh-where did you get that bracelet?”

      We did not need any more evidence because we know what Goldie’s bracelet looks like. We saw it every single day when we saw Goldie; the two were never separate, not even in death. We did not need any more evidence, but the way Cassandra’s face finally cracks from its veneer of perfection, just a little, into a fleeting look of triumph, is enough to know beyond all doubt. If this were a court of law, she’d have been guilty a thousand times over.

      “Where did you get that bracelet?” Wren repeats, sounding frantic.

      “You’re not a neighbor,” Cassandra says. “I think the five of us need to talk, like I said, don’t you? Follow me.”

      She turns, swiftly, and we have no choice but to do as she says. She hitches her sleeve down, but not before I get a glance of my favorite charm, the miniature dachshund with its sapphire eye, still there, gem winking at me in the light. There is no mistaking it. We left that bracelet in the ground with Goldie, her most treasured possession, and we thought we would never see it again.

      “She’s leaving,” Starling whispers urgently, nodding in the direction of the exit.

      Sure enough, Cassandra is hurrying out of the doorway, not even looking back to make sure we really are following her.

      “What the fuck do we do now?” I say.

      “Keep your voice down,” Starling whispers, all too aware of the numerous people around us. “People will start staring.”

      “We follow her, like she wants,” Cuckoo says. “We can’t talk here.”

      We leave the events room mere moments after Cassandra and step outside into the cold, wet evening. Down the road slightly is a line of taxis, but Cassandra heads in the opposite direction, along the street and round a corner to a smaller alleyway, the side wall of the hotel on one side and a row of small terraced houses on the other. She ducks into an alcove along the hotel side, perhaps once used for their bin storage or deliveries but now locked off from the rest of the hotel, and finally turns to face us, folding her arms.

      “I’ll make this quick,” Cassandra says. “There’s something you need to know about your friend. I’ll explain everything, but not here.”

      Your friend. She knows.

      “You know we’re Goldie’s friends,” Cuckoo says. “How?”

      “One thing about buying another property is making sure it’s secure while it’s unoccupied,” she says. “I’ve been driving by at all hours, checking on things. Imagine my immense surprise when I saw the four of you leaving the grounds, jumping over the fence into the street.”

      She saw us?

      “I did some digging into you,” she says. She turns to Wren. “And then just think of my amazement when the door knocks a short time later, and it’s you, one of the very girls I saw scaling my gate.”

      “You knew I was lying from the start,” Wren whispers.

      She wore the bracelet on purpose. She did it to provoke us, to get us out here.

      Goldie, inevitably, joins the fray. She’s finding this amusing, a smile curled at her lip, and I fight the urge to scream at her in front of everyone. She is not wearing her bracelet, not now that Cassandra has it, and I can’t remember if I’ve ever looked for it on her before. I’ve always been so keen to look away from her.

      “Bishop’s House,” Cassandra says. “Seeing as you’re all so interested in it, that’s where we’ll have this conversation. Meet me there in an hour.”

      “What conversation?” Cuckoo snaps. “Give us her bracelet back.”

      “I will,” she says, “when you find out what I’ve discovered in that house. It’s about your friend. Are you going to come, or not?”

      Cuckoo opens her mouth to argue some more, but I get in ahead of her. “Yes. We’re coming.”

      “Perfect.” Cassandra smiles. “Now, if you don’t mind, I have an event I need to return to before we meet again.”

      Cuckoo is furious after she leaves, rounding on me. “Why did you just agree like that? We don’t know what she’s planning.”

      “I don’t get it,” Starling says. “Why has she not gone to the police? She found Goldie’s body. Why the hell would she keep that quiet—no, not even that, why would she move it?”

      “Maybe she’s going to the police now,” I say glumly.

      “No,” Cuckoo says. “She wants us to come to Bishop’s House. She won’t go to the police.”

      “We have to kill her,” Wren says. “Don’t we?”

      There is a silence after this, her words heavy. Our breath leaves our bodies in visible puffs of air, and I’m reminded of when we were children and we’d hold our forefinger and middle finger together, mimicking a cigarette, and blow out as much breath as possible to pretend we were smoking. Long before we tried the real thing together, when cigarettes were still one of the most daring things we could imagine. Back when Wren said she could never kill anyone, no matter what they had done.

      “I wish we’d killed her years ago,” Cuckoo says.

      Good God. What are we doing to each other? What have we become?

      “If we’re going to do that,” Starling says, “she’s picked the perfect setting.”

      “Our setting,” I say, the words oily in my mouth. “Our nest. Bishop’s House.”
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      Idiot, idiot, idiot.

      That’s what my parents used to say to me: You are an idiot, Cassandra. Can’t you do anything right?

      Well, if only they could see me now, eh? In the position I’m in, dealing with the situations I have. The only idiots around here are those four girls.

      I knew, from the moment that girl first came to my door, that she was up to something. I recognized her. And the whole time she was in my kitchen, brazen as anything, with her pathetic burglary story and terrible clothes, I knew there was more to her, that I knew her from somewhere and just couldn’t figure it out. It was only after she left that something twigged, and I checked out my hunch.

      It was some poetry competition they had won, that had been shown in the newspapers after that girl had gone missing. The one in my garden. When I’d looked into her to find out who she was, that was one of the photos that came up. Her, wearing that bracelet, and her little friends. Those five, years younger, still at school, and there was my unexpected visitor.

      Bingo. I had her.

      The bracelet was a nice touch, wasn’t it? I had to brandish that in front of them, cause a bit of a stir. I knew it would get their attention, make them do whatever I said.

      So on they come to Bishop’s House.

      They’ll soon know what happens to trespassers in my home.
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      There are some serial killers who are able to pace out their murders. Months can go by, years even, before they strike again. But most are unable to resist the urge, that itch at their skin, and the time between each victim grows narrower and narrower, and soon enough the killer is either caught or dead themselves because that is the only way they will ever stop. For the ones that are caught, it is interesting to imagine them stewing away in their prison cells. That itch, that desire, must only grow stronger, but this time there is no outlet.

      I think about my life in this way: before and after the lockdown. Many people do, though many others prefer to pretend nothing has changed, that things are back to normal. Never mind those that were lost, the communities that came together, the hope for better treatment of healthcare workers and a renewed interest in keeping each other safe. Just as the birds retreated into the shadows when humans returned to the outside, our empathy retreated too, and all promises were forgotten. Seven years on, it is business as usual. But my life after what happened to us has, I understand now, been an ever-increasing itch, a want to return to the person I was that summer. I have been itching and itching, and it is only at this moment, the rush of fear and yet excitement at knowing Cassandra is our culprit, that I have finally been able to scratch.

      And is that because the pieces are finally coming together, the puzzle of what has been going on is being solved? It’s what a good journalist would enjoy.

      Or is it because there is a chance we are going to kill again?

      Because that’s what a good serial killer would rather.

      And it feels so right to scratch.

      We head to Bishop’s House under cover of darkness, just like old times. It could be any one of those nights, backpacks filled with snacks and alcohol, ready to laugh and chat and dream. There wasn’t time to change, so we are still in the same clothes we chose for the charity event. It feels bizarre, overdressed, but there is also a sense of ceremony to it. These clothes are for special occasions, and this is as special as it gets in the worst possible way.

      “What a mess this is,” I say, falling in step with Crow while Cuckoo charges ahead and Wren does her best to keep up with her.

      “My whole life is a mess,” Crow says. “I’ve been so busy lately; it’s been going to work and then being with you guys, Chelsea moving out, people needing to be let in to view the flat. I haven’t had a chance to clean in forever.”

      The time Cuckoo dropped her tea bag into the garden and it landed perfectly on Chelsea’s head seems forever ago, almost a different lifetime.

      “Has anyone else moved in yet?” I ask.

      “Not yet. I’m sure someone will be in by next month.”

      “Chelsea hasn’t got in touch?”

      “No. She said something funny when she left, you know. About all of you.”

      “Chelsea did?”

      “Yeah. You’re very different when you’re with them, and it’s not in the way you think.”

      “What’s that meant to mean?”

      “I have no idea.”

      We reach the bottom of the hill, and something flies past my head, visible via a streetlamp. It is a bird.

      Not just any bird: a goldfinch.

      “Fucking hell, Goldie,” I say. “Scare the shit out of me, why don’t you?”

      “Goldie?” Crow says. “You see her too?”

      Crow sees her?

      “She’s always there. In signs. Like why do you have a copy of The Goldfinch? Are you trying to find her?”

      Crow blinks. “I don’t know. Maybe. She appears, but she doesn’t talk to me.”

      “The real her?”

      Crow nods.

      “I wish I saw that.”

      “I ignore her,” she whispers. “Every time she tries to talk to me. I tell her to go away. What the hell are we going to do, Starling?”

      “You know what we’re going to do.”

      “I never wanted any of this,” Crow mutters. “I wanted so much more.”

      “Me too.”

      “And I hate that she’s dead, and that we had to leave her how we did.”

      “If she was here, do you think we’d have figured things out?” I say. “With our lives, I mean. Do you think she really would have been a supermodel?”

      “I used to have nightmares about Hugo,” Crow whispers. “At university. I’d wake up with the sheets all thrown off, sometimes half falling off the bed myself. I pictured him miraculously showing up, somehow surviving what happened, and the police would come banging the door down, and we’d all be caught.”

      She was the one that hesitated the most. Called us feral.

      “My life is awful. I work in an office I hate with people I’ve been trying to impress for reasons I can’t think of anymore, my flat is too expensive, and I’m practically drowning in bills and credit card debt. All I want to do is write, and I’m terrified I can’t, and worst of all I’ve lost whoever the hell I was trying to be.”

      I laugh. “Make that two of us. But isn’t it better, now that we’re together again? Can’t you admit that, however stubborn you are?”

      Crow sighs. “If I say yes, does that make me a terrible person?”

      “You haven’t lost who you are, Crow,” I tell her. “Look at you. You still want the dream. You still want far bigger things than the rest of us.”

      We have reached the top of the hill, and as always I have to take a moment to breathe Bishop’s House in.

      It is at its best in the nighttime.

      The building has an allure, a twisted appeal, a way of pulling someone within even if they try to fight against it. I remember Wren, terrified at first to enter, even when she had been there before, and then exhilarated inside. By the end of that spring and summer, Bishop’s House had transformed her completely. Transformed us all.

      Except for Goldie—Goldie was constant. Where the rest of us were morphed by our experiences, she was perennial, unmarred.

      Perhaps that is why Bishop’s House had to kill her.
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      Cassandra and Hugo can reunite in hell.

      It is not the middle of the night, though it feels like it atop this hill. Ahead of us, Bishop’s House lurks, silent and brooding. It doesn’t feel so welcome tonight. Gone are the safety barriers around the perimeter, the old iron one and the crumbling stone wall allowed to exist on their own again. The front gate no longer has a stiff padlock but pushes open with a whine, and instead of climbing over, for the first time ever, the four of us simply walk through the entrance, and when the gate closes behind us, it lets out a small scream.

      Cassandra’s mark is obvious beyond this too. The overgrown path has had its weeds pushed to the side, a gathering of brambles that flank our way to the house. I risk a glance at the trees beyond but allow myself no more and keep my gaze firmly on the path ahead. Starling leads the way, her head swiveling this way and that as if Cassandra might jump out on us at any second. Maybe she imagines this like a horror film: Cassandra will appear complete with chainsaw and hockey mask, and all of this will end in a cascade of blood and guts and gore.

      As Bishop’s House emerges fully into view, I can see that only the windows at the very top of the building are still boarded up. Those on the ground floor are exposed to match the front door. The obvious thing to do would be to try the front door, see if it opens for us as easily as the front gate, but Starling’s feet automatically take her around to the side of the house, and the rest of us follow her. There is no other conceivable way of entering this place. If we want Bishop’s House to be on our side, we have to treat it with the deference we always have done, and do things as normal.

      The broken glass has been swept away now, from all those years ago when we created this entrance, but the window glass itself has not been replaced, nor even covered, as if daring us to come inside. This time I take the lead, ducking under and sliding through the gap. The basement is freezing, and the air is damp as I breathe it in. It’s completely dark, and as Starling slides through, she passes me one of the torches she has brought, flicking on her own.

      There’s something immediately different about this place, even since we returned to move Goldie’s body. Gone is the warm, friendly space we sat in a circle within and laughed and drank and ate food. We had my birthday here; we had everything here. We were comfortable here before we ever explored the rest of the house. It is this place, more than any, that I think of Goldie and want to cry. Cassandra has ruined it; I imagine her standing here during her visits to the house, appraising how she is going to tear it all down, wrinkling her nose like there is a bad smell. This thought breaks the spell because actually maybe there is a smell after all. Musky, damp as the air. Rotten. Everything that didn’t matter comes into focus, from the dust to the cobwebs to the leftover furniture to the shards of glass near the window.

      “Do you think she’s here yet?” Wren whispers. She and Crow are dusting themselves off after jumping down.

      “There’s only one way to find out.” Cassandra isn’t going to come down here; we are going to have to venture farther into the house again. I head up the stairs, the rest of them in tow, and we emerge into the hallway, entrance foyer, and front door ahead of us.

      The birds I drew are still here, but one of them has been angrily crossed out.

      Goldie has been forcibly removed.

      Cassandra. She’s done this.

      “Bitch,” I say, pointing to the damage. “Look what she’s done. Fucking bitch.”

      “We’ll make her pay,” Starling says smoothly.

      “What if she doesn’t come?” Crow says. “What if she’s already called the police and they’re on their way here and this is a trap?”

      “Then it’s hello, prison,” Starling says.

      Prison. Not such an abstract concept growing up; there were plenty of kids at school whose parents or siblings ended up there. Theft, normally, or assault. Short sentences, but plenty of them; they were in and out.

      We would be so much worse. I imagine everyone in our school—Miss White, oh God—picking up a newspaper or reading online about us. They would be shocked. Horrified.

      “She’s coming,” I say. “I feel it in my bones.”

      But perhaps worse than that, after so many years, we’d be forgotten. Left behind again. Stuck in a permanent isolation until we don’t know any different and no one even cares anymore. A statistic is all we’d be, another notch in convincing an entire subset of people how little we matter.

      “Remember when we saved that bird?” I say.

      We were so good then.

      “We’re unstoppable,” I tell them all. “This bitch isn’t going to take us down.”

      At that second, we hear a key being inserted into the front door. Heavy, solid. Then the sound of it turning.

      She’s here.

      “Well!” she says. “I didn’t think you’d be here before me.”

      She’s changed her clothes, a new outfit of black jogging bottoms and a long-sleeved gym shirt, the kind you’d wear out on a run. Preparing for physical activity. She certainly isn’t stupid. She’s prepared for anything tonight.

      But she hasn’t brought anyone with her. No one else comes through the door. It is four against one, and even her arrogance surely still tells her those are bad odds.

      Over the top of the gym shirt is Goldie’s bracelet.

      She sees me looking. “Yes, I thought I’d wear this tonight. Seeing as you were all so emotional about it. Being her friends and all.”

      “Tell us what you’ve done with Goldie’s body,” I say.

      “Body?” Cassandra echoes, appalled. She places a hand on her chest as if this information is too great to bear and she might topple over any minute. “I am so sorry if you think your friend has passed away, but I assure you I found this bracelet while cleaning out Bishop’s House for its demolition. I promise you I had nothing to do with her disappearance. Is that what you think? This is why I wanted to talk to you, to clear all this up.”

      It’s a perfect act. One that would be almost convincing, if we hadn’t buried Goldie in that bracelet ourselves.

      She’s played this flawlessly. She knows all too well she prized that bracelet from Goldie’s dead wrist, but we can’t possibly know that. If we do, we’re admitting to being there when she died. And then Cassandra will think we killed her.

      How can we get her to tell us where she’s buried Goldie without admitting we did it in the first place?

      “You messaged us,” I blurt out instead. “Why send us that message pretending to be Goldie? It’s sick. We got our hopes up, but now we know it must be you.”

      “Message?” Cassandra looks confused, but she’s so good an actress I don’t care how genuine she seems. “I didn’t send you any message. Why would I pretend to be your friend?”

      “You killed her,” I say. I have to bluff, have to commit to this, have to scare her. “We’re going to the police, all of us, unless you tell us what you did with her. We just want to find her. Please.”

      “I did nothing of the sort⁠—”

      “We can prove that was Goldie’s bracelet,” Starling says. “We have photos of her wearing it. There are little engravings on the different charms that prove it’s hers. And she never took it off. She was wearing—she would have been wearing it the night she disappeared. And now you have it. They will be able to do all sorts of forensics on that.”

      But Cassandra doesn’t flinch. “I had nothing to do with your friend’s disappearance.”

      “Come on,” Crow says. “This is a waste of time. She isn’t going to talk. We’re calling the police now.” She takes out her phone, which is switched off. All of ours are. Old habits die hard.

      “I’m not lying,” Cassandra says. “I had nothing to do with your friend.”

      There is something about the way she emphasizes this that makes me believe, for the first time, that there is something more going on here. But that doesn’t make any sense.

      “Then who did?” I ask, because I have no idea where she is going with this.

      “Come on,” she says. “I told you there was something I had to show you. It’s upstairs.”

      The others glance at me uncertainly, reluctant to venture farther into Bishop’s House than we have to. But I nod. I want to know what she has. She could very well be taking us to Goldie herself. We have to find her.

      “Lead the way then,” I say. “I promise not to stab you in the back.”

      To this, she chuckles. She walks up the stairs, and we have taken them so much I can predict which ones will creak under her weight. On the first-floor corridor, she turns sharply, heading down to the end of the hall. And to my astonishment, I realize where she is taking us. The locked room at the end of the corridor, the one we could never enter, which is no longer locked at all, the door wide open and waiting for us to pass through.

      We always wanted to see what’s inside. I remember our conversations, our mad predictions: a treasure chest containing a million pounds, a lion, nothing at all.

      My mind is darker now; it creates new predictions I wouldn’t have thought of before: a prisoner, a dungeon, a drug den.

      Goldie’s corpse.

      But when we enter, the room itself is startling in its simplicity. None of the gaudy bathroom walls or toilet, none of the crazy wallpaper in the other bedrooms. It is a pale, tasteful blue; the carpet hasn’t been ripped up or damaged and is fuzzy and brown; the bed is a four-poster and dramatic but bare of quilts or pillows or sheets. There is no other furniture. If it was open from the beginning, we would have walked right past it, uninterested. If we had finally opened it back then, it would have been a disappointment.

      “Why are we here?” Starling says. “Why this room?”

      “It’s where it happened, I think,” Cassandra says. “Don’t you smell it, still, after all these years?”

      The only smell is the staleness of a room long undisturbed. It almost reminds me of gasoline, wandering around a petrol station after a car has filled its tank and left.

      “Where what happened? What smell?”

      “The smell of blood,” she says. “The person who killed your friend? It was my husband, Hugo.”

      What?

      “What are you talking about?” I splutter. “Your husband?”

      “Before he disappeared. I’m sure of it.”

      What is happening?

      “How—how can you possibly be sure of it?”

      She sighs, fiddles with Goldie’s bracelet. I am itching to tear it from her.

      “I know he did it,” she says calmly, “because he’s done it before.”
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      We had been engaged for six months when Hugo’s girlfriend came to see me.

      That’s what she called herself, I hasten to add. I’m his girlfriend, she said, as if she had been in a loving, committed relationship with the man. As if their lives were intertwined, as if he spent every day thinking of her. She was pretty, and clearly prided herself on this fact, but there are so many pretty girls. Hugo would know. She came to the house, had the gall to stroke Miss Marigold on the head while she told me she was pregnant with Hugo’s baby.

      I love him, she said, but he doesn’t want to be with me. He said he doesn’t want to support me or the baby. So I said I would tell you everything.

      She thought, bless her, that I would be on her side. Outraged at my fiancé. Demand he leave. She probably naively hoped that if I kicked him out, he’d come crawling back to her. She was barely eighteen. She told me she was going to raise this baby no matter what. I played my part perfectly. The false tears, the wails, a particularly skilled quivering hand on the wall as if to hold up my frame. I told her she was free to have my husband, that I was done with him, but not before I was able to get crucial information from her. Had she told anyone else? No, just me. Did anyone at all know she was pregnant or seeing someone? What about her parents? Her friends? No, no one at all. Hugo had wanted it to be a secret, and she had gone along with it quite happily.

      Poor, naive creature.

      Still, let’s not feel too sorry for her. She was sleeping with my husband, after all.

      When she left, I called Hugo.

      Your whore was just here, I said. She’s pregnant.

      I’ll sort it, he promised. You don’t have to worry.

      You had better, I told him. No one can know about her.

      Now, looking back, were my words that damning an instruction? Did he misinterpret what I said? It’s not as if I cried, Will no one rid me of this turbulent mistress?

      But rid me of her he did because in his next phone call, he told me he had killed her.

      That, let me be clear, was not my plan.

      What was the plan? I hadn’t got that far yet.

      But she needed to be gone, and he had succeeded in that. His father had helped cover it up. She was in the river, and in the end, she was never found.

      It’s romantic, really, the lengths Hugo would go to for me.

      But, foolish man that he is, he’s done it again.

      I did make him promise not to kill anyone else, but I know what his promises are worth. Far less than his actions.

      This is why I know he’s had an affair with the dead girl, and when things turned complicated—perhaps she was pregnant again—he killed her. She was only seventeen, and he was almost ten years older this time. He knew there was serious trouble coming his way if it got out. Rather than troubling me, when he knew how angry I was before, he went to Daddy. Rodrick has sorted Hugo’s problems again and enabled him to run off and live another life while I am left to wait endlessly for him.

      I wasn’t sure until I found that body.

      Bishop’s House was obviously where he conducted his affair.

      So I will take great pleasure in destroying it . . . and then naming it after him, of course.

      There’s no turning back for me now; I am in too deep.
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      “He killed that girl,” Cassandra says, when she has finished telling us the true horror of Hugo Fletcher. “And now he has done it again.”

      We all remember the girl that went missing while we were at school. A police detective had come in to do a talk with us about safety walking around alone. All that was ever found of her was a battered handbag, her phone and purse inside, as well as a packet of tissues, a sanitary pad, and sweet wrappers. It was Starling who told us this extra detail; she had been quite fixated on the whole thing. I can recall her getting irate with the detective when it was written off as an accidental drowning, her body probably in the harbor. Such a common cause for people in Bristol it was easy to attribute it to her too. She spoke about her for weeks afterward until Crow and Goldie told her to shut up about it, that it was too depressing, but I wonder how long she carried on her own research, convinced she was going to spot something the police hadn’t.

      Well, now she knows. Starling is stricken, but there’s a flush to her cheeks that betrays interest, maybe even a tiny spark of excitement. It should disgust me, but we have done far worse. And my disgust is firmly placed at Hugo Fletcher and his wife.

      “He was so controlling.” Cassandra wipes a tear from her eye without smudging her mascara. “I know people would call it abuse, but I never wanted to think that. When he killed her, I was trapped. I thought he would kill me too.”

      So that’s her excuse; this is how she’s going to play it.

      I was fooled by her before, but I won’t be again.

      “He could come back at any time,” she says. “I’m so sorry. I felt I had to protect him.”

      “How can you possibly try to justify this?” Crow says. “After everything he’s done.”

      “He’s a bad man, I know. He has killed two girls. I’m not justifying it.”

      “He’s killed more than that,” Cuckoo says.

      Cassandra frowns. “No. There is no one else.”

      “Yes, there is,” Cuckoo says. “You’ve missed someone very important.”

      Cuckoo has always been the fastest of us to lose her temper. In fact, I don’t think I’ve ever lost my temper in my life. I’m not sure I have a temper in that way, like a pot being brought to boil and left too long; my pot is always tepid. It never boils, never so much as simmers. However much heat is applied to it, it will never overflow. What I lack in temper I make up for in fear—dizzying, overwhelming anxiety that gripped me throughout my childhood until our wonderful and dreadful summer rescued me from its clutches. Since then, there are occasions when it spikes—my first day of teaching comes easily to mind, the sarcastic child with his smug grin happily telling me he was going to make my life a misery a highlight of that first lesson—but I am mostly able to control it. Thinking in kitchen metaphors, if a temper is a boiling pot, my anxiety is the last few seconds on a microwave, a countdown to something that in my mind will destroy my entire being, and I always have to rush to press pause before the time reaches zero. Now, I can let that time count down, breathe through the moment that is never as bad as I have built up and move on. I credit that to the others, to sneaking out, to holding a knife in my quivering hand and driving it into another person’s body. In, out, just like my breath.

      Cuckoo and anxiety are an oxymoron, an impossible equation. But her temper has always been there—every emotion under the sun apart from fear, but especially anger. She’s the only one of us who ever came close to being told off at school—that’s enough now, turn the volume down, wonderful point but let’s put our hand up to make it—and she was nearly always the one to start an argument between the five of us, normally with Crow. If Cuckoo is passionate about something, she will make that known. If she thinks you’re passionate about something, she will challenge and dissect you and make you consider and defend your opinions in ways you would never have thought of. She is combative, irrational, frustrating; she’s also the most exciting of us, the most daring, the reason we are in this predicament in the first place. I realize I have included the latter in the list of positives about her, and perhaps that says something about me.

      She takes up so much space I never think about her as the last member of our group, that there were years when it was simply me, Crow, Starling, and Goldie. When I remember moments from primary school, she fits into the memories as if they have been physically doctored, and I can imagine what her reaction might have been. As the years pass and early childhood fades from vivid memory, it becomes easier and easier to believe she has always been with us and there was never a time without her.

      All of this to say, I know Cuckoo so well I can see the signs of her about to lose her temper. She starts off quietly: fingers flexing, then plucking at the bottom of her coat, her mother’s coat; shifting her weight back and forth; pressing her lips firmly together. All of this an attempt to control herself, but she never wins the battle. She will always spring forth.

      Cassandra does not recognize these signs in Cuckoo because they are almost strangers. Cassandra does not know that Cuckoo has kept an eye on her for years, that she knows her when she is at home alone and thinks no one is watching. She doesn’t see the clench of Cuckoo’s square jaw.

      “My mother,” Cuckoo tells her. “The woman Hugo murdered when he decided to get behind the wheel intoxicated and drive into her.”

      Cassandra’s eyes widen. “That woman was your mother?”

      “That woman was everything to me,” Cuckoo snaps. Here is her temper again, the water in her pot is rising and rising. Soon she will boil. “And he killed her. She would have survived if he had stopped. If he had called an ambulance. She’d be here right now.”

      When Cuckoo’s mother died, Cuckoo stayed at home for a while. It was the longest we’d gone without seeing her. We figured when she came back she’d be devastated, crying all the time, wanting to talk about her mother, but she came back in full Cuckoo style, laughing and joking and being the center of attention. It was only after the trial verdict, the pathetic sentence Hugo Fletcher got, the way everyone seemed focused on him and not the victim, that I saw her veneer crack. Just slightly. She seemed to wobble, in entirety. Her hands shook, her mouth trembled, her voice wavered. Everything was too high-pitched, too much, too over the top, and if she stopped for a second, her eyes had this look as though she was falling. And then she went off from school again—and when she returned, it was business as usual. Cuckoo the comedian, Cuckoo the crazy. A group of cuckoos is, after all, an asylum.

      “But Hugo did his time for that,” Cassandra says. “He paid his dues.”

      “He got drunk and murdered someone,” Crow says quietly, coming to Cuckoo’s defense. She is surprisingly menacing in her tone, and I am reminded of Crow’s black-and-white thinking, her strong sense of justice. “There is no paying your dues when it comes to something like that.”

      “So what if he was drunk?” Cassandra shrugs. “She should have been more careful. From what I remember, she wasn’t wearing any reflective gear. No wonder he didn’t see her.”

      The words are so vicious even I gasp from them, but they have a far greater effect on Cuckoo: She charges forward, hand raised, ready to slap Cassandra in the face, and Starling and Crow have to grab her and hold her back. This doesn’t stop Cuckoo, who rages and struggles against them. Here is her temper at full force: She is boiling now. Cassandra watches this reaction with an amused smile, though she backs away to the doorframe, and I cast my gaze across the various items in the room and imagine each of them as my weapon of choice. I picture myself taking one calmly, stepping forward, and dashing her head in until her brains spill across the floor. It’s so violent an image I place a hand on my chest to steady my rapidly beating heart.

      Guilty, guilty, guilty.

      “You think you know it all, don’t you?” Cuckoo yells, still struggling in Crow’s and Starling’s grip. They have an arm each now, standing slightly in front of her to prevent her moving forward. “You think we’re Goldie’s innocent little friends who just want her bracelet back and you can control the narrative. Well, you’re wrong.”

      No! She’s going to⁠—

      “Cuckoo,” I say, desperately, but I am too late.

      “Your precious Hugo isn’t swanning around somewhere laying low,” Cuckoo says. “He’s dead. We killed him.”
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      The air in the room changes, sucked out as if we have left the earth’s atmosphere. We stand in a suspended silence for what feels like minutes but can only be seconds, and I can see Cassandra trying to figure out whether I am telling the truth. This is my moment of triumph, and I watch Cassandra in the doorway of this room and finally see a flicker of fear in those devious eyes.

      “We took it in turns to stab him.” My attention is entirely focused on Cassandra. “One by one, until he was dead. And then we dumped him in the river. Is that what happened to Goldie, Cassandra? Did you dump her in the river too? What you both did to that other girl so many years ago?”

      Cassandra speaks very slowly. “You killed my husband?”

      “No,” Crow says, uselessly.

      I tell Cassandra exactly what happened, every tiny detail, and Cassandra is taking it in with an expression I cannot read. Her face seems frozen, her mind working frantically underneath.

      “You killed him for revenge,” she says finally. “For your friend.”

      “For my mother,” I snap. “For the murder of my mother.”

      You thought you were the only monster in the room, I want to tell her, but here we are. Our talons are sharp.

      And you’re in our nest.

      “That’s how we know you moved Goldie’s body,” I say. Now that the truth is out, there’s no point in hiding anything. We came here to kill her; there is no question of it, so we might as well confront her directly. “She died with us, not Hugo. He didn’t kill her.”

      Cassandra is almost out of the room now, one hand resting on the doorknob, the other in her pocket.

      “Hugo didn’t kill her?” she says.

      “Goldie would never have gone near him,” Cuckoo says. “Except to kill him. Which she did with all of us. There was no affair.”

      “Then . . .”

      “Then you’ve just realized what a predicament you’re in, haven’t you?” Starling says.

      “No, that’s not quite right,” Cassandra says.

      Starling frowns. “What do you mean?”

      “I think you four still haven’t realized the predicament you’re in,” she tells us.

      What the hell is she talking about?

      “Tell us where Goldie is,” I say. “You’ve moved her. Tell us now.”

      Suddenly, she darts out of the room, slamming the door behind her. Before we can do anything, we hear the turn of a key in the lock. I’m there in seconds, pulling on the door, but it’s no use. This is an old, sturdy door, and she has locked it tight.

      “Cassandra!” I shout, pounding on the door. “Let us out! What are you doing?”

      “That room smells terrible, doesn’t it?” she calls from the other side. “Not of blood, though. No, it’s something else, isn’t it? I was worried it was too overwhelming, that you’d suspect immediately. But you were too focused on your own plans.”

      The smell?

      “I’ll admit, you surprised me,” she continues. “I did not expect you to tell me you killed my husband. But you’ve simply given me all the more motive to get rid of you.”

      The smell . . . the smell of the room. I had thought it myself, without realizing that it didn’t just remind me of it; it really was it.

      Gasoline.

      She can’t be.

      “She’s going to set fire to the room.” Wren gasps. “What do we do?”

      Crow has joined me at the door, pounding her fists. “Let us out! Let us out!”

      “No chance,” she says. We hear something rustling behind the door. Is she taking out a lighter? A set of matches? Is this it?

      We’re going to die here, just like Goldie.

      Goldie. Where is she?

      “Tell us where Goldie’s body is! Tell us where you buried her, you sick bitch!” I scream. “If you’re going to kill us, just tell us! Please.”

      But Cassandra makes some kind of noise, a yelp, and hits against the door on her side.

      “Cassandra?” Starling shouts.

      She doesn’t reply.

      And then there is a sound I know all too well.

      A sickening thud, like rocks into dust . . .

      It is the sound of a body hitting the floor.
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      I met Hugo at a wedding.

      I was the plus-one of a friend, who was herself a friend of a friend of the bride. But this was the kind of wedding even fringe acquaintances were invited, an event-of-the-year kind of ceremony. There was so much money on display I felt like I needed sunglasses. I was in a dress borrowed from my friend, a nice one but not designer like everyone else, and I know now I must have stuck out like a sore thumb. It was probably why no one was talking to me, why I spent most of it sitting at a table pretending to be busy on my phone.

      This was before everything. I had no money, and this was the only event on my social calendar all month. So eventually, I decided to enjoy myself and went to the open bar alone while my friend chatted to other people she knew. And it was there, halfway through a cosmopolitan, that Hugo introduced himself.

      He told me later he fell in love with me at first sight, and it was easy to believe. He flirted with me the rest of the night, and when I wouldn’t go back to his hotel room, he begged for my number. The next day, he called. Took me on a date complete with the works: red roses, expensive restaurant, a kiss good night.

      At the beginning, it went so well. I suppose all beginnings do.

      I knew then I was never going to let him go.

      There is no going back when you see how the other half lives. It isn’t all the shiny trinkets and lavish dinners and ostentatious clothes, though they certainly don’t hurt. It is, above all, the implicit security that comes from this life. There is no late-night worrying, no stresses about waiting until the end of the month. There is simply being, and all the joy that comes along with it. The tight ball of tension that had wound itself in my stomach for so long it felt like an extension of the rest of my body had slowly vanished without me realizing.

      I was not in love with Hugo, but I loved him. My life, in all aspects, was better with him by my side. If this meant I had to look the other way at his behavior, so be it. Far easier than what I had come from before.

      Some might say I had turned into someone like him. The same selfishness, the same arrogance, the same greed. That my morals disappeared with my past, disappeared as Hugo did.

      In all honesty, they are probably right.

      But would I do it all again, to end up at this moment, if it meant I lived the life I did?

      Absolutely.
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      The key turns in the door, unlocking it. I am on it before Cassandra can open it, pulling it forward, desperate to escape.

      But it is not Cassandra who opened the door.

      “Patricia.” I gasp.

      Patricia is standing over Cassandra, Victorian cast iron in her hand. It’s the same one used as a doorstop to the old dining room; she must have grabbed it and used it to strike Cassandra’s head. I can surmise this with reasonable certainty because the iron has blood across its sharp, pointed edge and underbelly alongside the rust. Patricia is shaking, gasping for breath, and Cassandra is lying face down in front of her, blood pouring from the back of her head. Next to her, confirmation of what our fate almost was, is an open box of matches, several of them spilled across the floor.

      “Oh my God,” Patricia says, who only upon seeing the four of us hurry out of the room seems to understand what she has done. The iron falls from her grip, smashing to the floor and causing the floorboards to crack and dent underneath it. Some of the blood splatters, droplets of red on varnish. Patricia staggers backward until she is gripping the stair banister, face white. “She had the matches . . . I heard . . . I panicked . . . Is she . . .”

      “What are you doing here?” Cuckoo whispers.

      Wren drops to her knees in front of Cassandra, who has not moved. She turns her over, feels for a pulse.

      “I think she’s dead,” she says quietly.

      “Oh my God,” Patricia says again.

      Starling bends down, repeats Wren’s action. When her hand retreats from Cassandra’s neck, she nods. “Wren’s right.”

      That’s three bodies now. Hugo, Goldie, Cassandra.

      Didn’t Starling say that’s what makes a serial killer?

      No. Stop it. Only one of those is because of us.

      Isn’t it?

      And what about Patricia? Will we have to make it four?

      “Cassandra came to me,” she says. “I had no idea who she was at first. She knocked on my door, explained that she was Hugo Fletcher’s wife, that my niece and he had gone missing around the same time. Of course, I knew that part.”

      Cassandra really did do her research into all of us.

      “She said she was hosting a charity event tonight,” Patricia says. “Said it inspired her. She was planning to do a fundraiser in her husband’s memory and said in the future she wanted to include Goldie. She said she felt all the attention had been on him and it wasn’t fair, and perhaps this could renew interest in the both of them.”

      She played Patricia.

      Just like we did.

      No. We are better than her. We had to lie.

      “I was suspicious,” Patricia says. “This had come out of nowhere after so many years. So I decided to do my own digging, and I found out where she lived. That’s when I saw you”—she nods at Wren—“coming out of her house.”

      No wonder she was so suspicious, so mistrusting of us. No wonder she ran.

      It’s all falling into place.

      “And then I went to the event tonight,” Patricia says to me. “Kept myself to myself, made sure no one noticed me. And there you were again, with her. All of you. At one point you all disappeared, but she came back inside and started saying her goodbyes to people. The four of you had vanished. So I followed her. To here. Bishop’s House.”

      She is exhausted, hair messy and eyes wide. A wild woman.

      “I heard you,” she says, with no idea how fatal those words are.

      “You heard us?” Wren whispers.

      “I was outside for a bit,” she says. “I didn’t know what to do. But I came into the grounds, and then something about the place was calling out to me, and I thought you might be in trouble, so I went inside.”

      Was that Goldie, calling for her? Does she see her too?

      “I heard raised voices.” Her breathing steadies. She can’t bring herself to look at Cassandra. “I started hurrying upstairs. And then I heard . . .”

      I am sure the others take a breath as deep as mine in this tiny pause.

      Starling and Wren have risen to their feet, have returned to Cuckoo and me, but not before Starling retrieves Goldie’s charm bracelet from Cassandra’s wrist. She plays with it, then passes it to Cuckoo, who holds it close to her chest, and then Starling flexes her fingers, as if trying to reach for Wren’s hand.

      “I heard you, begging to know where her body was. Cassandra would not tell you. I saw that she was holding a set of matches. I knew then it was her, that she had killed her.”

      Wait.

      Patricia continues to talk, continues to explain, but I can no longer hear her. Everything around me seems to have switched off its volume, muffled noises as though I am six feet underwater and desperately straining to listen. I look around, expecting Goldie to appear any second, to swan into this dark hallway with her typical nonchalance and somehow make this better. But she doesn’t. It is just the four of us, Patricia, and Cassandra’s broken, dead body. Patricia is the only one speaking. Cuckoo has her face in her hands, masking her expression, but Starling and Wren are focused intensely on Patricia, rigid in their postures. They know as well as I do what’s happening.

      Patricia has only heard half the story. Whenever she came in, it wasn’t when we were discussing our involvement in all this. She thinks Cassandra killed her.

      She has saved us from far more than she realizes.

      The truth threatens to burst from my mouth as sound gradually returns to my ears, and I have to clamp a hand across it.

      Surely we should tell her. After everything, shouldn’t now be the time for the truth to come out at last?

      I am reminded of books, the storytelling structure. This is our denouement, our chance to clear up falsehoods, give Patricia the complete picture. If this was my novel, the one I have dreamed of writing for so long, I would give my characters this noble moment. A sacrifice, after everything, a final giving in and accepting the consequences. They would have learned their lesson, been prepared to face judgment. When the police came, there would be little despair, only relief, relief that at last they were free and they didn’t have to hide anymore.

      But we are not characters. And Starling has already begun talking.

      “It was all about Hugo Fletcher,” she says.

      Before Goldie, I want to shout. And her disappearance was never taken as seriously as his. He swallowed all the attention, and she was left with scraps. Scraps that ultimately benefited us and still twist my gut even now. But nobody knows this; Hugo wasn’t reported missing until Goldie was already dead. For all intents and purposes, they vanished together, and it is benefiting us again now.

      Patricia nods. “He had something to do with all of this?”

      “He and Goldie were seeing each other before they disappeared. He’s the man who killed Cuckoo’s mother in that hit-and-run.”

      She’s telling Patricia Cassandra’s story. What Cassandra Fletcher thought was happening and completely misconstrued.

      I am appalled. Cuckoo’s head snaps up from her hands, and she’s horrified too. But before either of us can correct this or say anything, Wren silently puts a hand on each of us. She looks at us in turn, a pleading look in her eyes, a tiny shake of her head. Patricia is too busy with Starling to notice.

      It’s clever, I can see that. If Cassandra had spoken to anyone about this, she would have told them what she thought she knew. That Hugo and Goldie were having an affair. The way Cassandra was talking, it was common that he cheated on her, and she looked the other way. It was only when he strayed too far—with that poor missing girl—that Cassandra got involved, made sure there was no trace of anything. And if she had a history of that, there’s no reason she wouldn’t have done so with Goldie.

      Except that it betrays Goldie. She would never have gone anywhere near him. He was ten years older than us. He was smarmy, arrogant, rude. He was from a whole different class. And most importantly, he killed Cuckoo’s mother. She would never have betrayed us, and yet here we are, betraying her memory.

      Starling is explaining this to Patricia, her words rushed and breathless. “We don’t know why she was with him. We all got a bit obsessed during the trial. Maybe she sought him out, we’re not sure. She never told us about it.”

      “I knew she was seeing someone.” Patricia closes her eyes for a second, pained. When she opens them again, they are filled with tears. “That last night. When we argued . . . I asked if she was seeing someone. A boyfriend. She denied it. She sounded so genuine at the time. But that’s obviously why she was sneaking out.”

      The memory of Goldie recounting this argument to us on her last night alive is so strong I have to stifle a gasp. We have to go along with this, even though Patricia is clearly heartbroken, and it kills me.

      “Cassandra told us she found out about the affair,” Starling says.

      “Hugo killed Goldie,” Cuckoo says. “We don’t know why or how. Maybe she was going to tell someone about it. He buried her here. It’s where he and Goldie were apparently seeing each other before they disappeared.”

      What are we doing? This is madness.

      “Cassandra found out.” Wren picks up where Cuckoo left off. “She killed Hugo when she found out he had cheated on her again.”

      “Again?” Patricia echoes. “He’s done this before?”

      I am reminded of Hugo’s death, of the others taking turns with the knife and stabbing him. They had transformed, they were suddenly so at ease with murder. As soon as one of us joined Cuckoo, it was a domino effect, and it was better to be in than out. I still remember the shaking way I took hold of that knife, my pleas to not do this ignored, the way they all pressured me, encouraged me, cajoled me into doing it.

      And in the end I had the finishing blow.

      Here we are again. A pivotal moment, and I am the one hesitating. Starling has led the charge this time, but Cuckoo and even Wren have picked up her cause, pushing our fabricated story so that we come out of this unscathed. We are not the heroes of a story I would write, honorable and true at the end. Instead, we are real and scared and scrambling, but we are using our best asset, the one we treasure so greatly: our intelligence. We were the smart girls at school, and we are mirroring that now.

      It is my turn. If we are not all on the same side, this will quickly fall apart.

      All for one and one for all.

      They have done me a kindness. This part of the story, at least, is true.

      “Hugo killed another one of his partners,” I tell Patricia, and then I take a deep breath before I recount what happened to the other missing girl, the one who has been long forgotten and will never be found either.

      Patricia listens in upset silence, tears flowing.

      None of us are crying. Have we become that immune to all of this?

      We have become monsters. Liars.

      It’s what Goldie would have wanted, I am sure one of us will say later. Our calling card. Our faithful backup to everything we do.

      But Goldie isn’t here, and I’m not sure we can trust that anymore. She hasn’t been here for years, and we need to stop pretending.

      “So Cassandra helped cover up that poor girl’s death,” Patricia whispers when I am finished. She looks down at Cassandra’s body, which seems so small and vulnerable now. “And she almost was going to kill you.”

      “It’s too awful to imagine,” Starling says easily.

      Who does something like that?

      “I have to apologize to you all,” Patricia says.

      “Apologize to us?” Cuckoo shakes her head. This is too far even for her. “You don’t have to do that. What do you mean?”

      “I did send the message. The one pretending to be Goldie. It was me.”

      “What?” Cuckoo says. She is as stunned as I am. “You sent it?”

      We suspected her, and we were right. She followed Wren that day to Cassandra Fletcher’s house, and the two of us confronted her, and we went away truly believing she was heartbroken with grief but not involved. But now that I think back over the conversation we had in Goldie’s flat, the more I remember how clever Patricia was, how much she seemed to cotton on to things we were saying. She was suspicious of us. Correct to be. We won her over, in the end. Her grief, as it often does in people, got the better of her. She let her guard down.

      “I had your numbers from her old phone,” she says. “What I said before, it was all true. I just didn’t want to tell you about the message. I wanted to see if it would trip you up in any way. I wanted to prompt you into revealing where she was. I wanted so bad for her to have run away to London. I wanted her to be alive so much.”

      Maybe you imagined it and I ran away to London after all.

      The message rings loud and clear in my head, and now it seems almost like a text Patricia wanted to send to herself.

      All of this, and it was Patricia. Cassandra Fletcher told the truth in one regard: She really wasn’t the person who sent us that message.

      “It’s okay,” Starling murmurs. “That doesn’t matter now.”

      “I knew,” Patricia says, “when Goldie left that teddy bear behind . . . I knew in my heart something was wrong. That there was more to it. I should have listened to myself.”

      “It’s okay,” Starling says again. “It’s okay.”

      Is it? I think this is as far from okay as one can get, and we would know.

      “What should we do about Cassandra?” Wren whispers.

      In a mad moment I think Patricia will hold out her pinkie finger, make us swear not to tell a soul, that we will bury her in the grounds just as we did Goldie.

      But of course that does not happen.

      Patricia clasps her hands together. “I will call the police and confess. Tell the police everything you told me, about Hugo and Cassandra and that poor girl. The world is finally going to know the truth.”

      “But what about you?” Cuckoo says.

      “It’s an atonement,” Patricia says, “for how I treated my niece.”

      “Patricia . . .”

      “I should have been better. I could have been better.” Her voice is raspy, desperate. “I’m going to have to carry that forever. I might as well do it in prison.”

      “It’s okay,” I say, because what else can I offer her?

      She believes our story. She trusts us, and that spikes my heart.

      “It’s not. I did try, sometimes.” She is soft now. “One birthday I got her some new shoes. I’d saved for them, and I’d got it wrong. She’d pointed them out in a magazine, and I thought that meant she liked them, but she’d hated them. She’d hated them, and she thought I did that on purpose. And then I got mad at her for being ungrateful.”

      “We can tell the police it was an accident with Cassandra,” I whisper.

      “No.” She shakes her head. “You can’t change my mind here. I am glad, in a way, I have been able to avenge her.”

      The others exchange a glance, and when they look at me, I know what they’re thinking. They’re appalled, they’re horrified, they’re nauseous—and they’re wondering if this is really happening. If we are going to get away with it.

      What have we done? What are we doing?

      We are getting away with it all.

      Again.
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      Patricia went to prison, of course.

      There were mitigating factors. Still murder, but fifteen years. It’s the best outcome we could have hoped for with her.

      Here’s a fact about killers that isn’t known: When a certain group of four friends works together to hide their crimes, that is when the magic really happens.

      Patricia took the fall so graciously that night. She told us not to worry, that the truth was what mattered, that she knew she’d face time for what she did to Cassandra, but that she didn’t care, she deserved it. That, at least, was true. When the police arrived, stunned, to the property, we were all taken for questioning and put on our best acting faces. Did we ever suspect Goldie had been with Hugo? Did we ever know she had a secret relationship? Did we know she had been sneaking out? Why had we come back together after being apart for so long? Had we known Cassandra before all of this?

      I expected the others, especially Wren, to crumble under the pressure, but actually it wasn’t like in films. There was Patricia and a body and a murder weapon, and it was all rather simple. Not grand and dramatic like I imagined. Though there is a search for Hugo, who authorities believe is still alive. And we were witnesses at the trial. I got to stand up in court and speak to a jury, to a judge, to barristers. Part of me wanted to pinch myself, somehow wake me up. Crow was more stressed than the rest of us, but Cuckoo and Wren were panicking too. I think they all thought I just enjoyed it all, but that’s because that’s what I pretended my anxiety was. Fake it till you make it—and we made it. Patricia was found guilty, and we were Goldie’s poor friends who finally learned what had happened her.

      Grief is funny. It works in waves, and the trial was a particularly tough one. Hearing Goldie’s name mentioned after so long felt like a gut punch, especially the first time, and tiny punctures each time after that. This time, she’s really gone. Her case is closed. And even though it’s what we’ve wanted for so long, it still twists my gut because that means we really do have to let her go and move on. Her body has never been found, and that’s hard because, at least to begin with, it was our secret, and now no one knows because Cassandra is dead.

      We won’t be the five of us ever again.

      Bishop’s House was a crime scene for a while. After the forensics had left and the crime scene tape was abandoned like everything else, it sold at last, as if all the negative attention had actually just helped bring it into the spotlight more. The new owners brought a team in to clear it all out. One day I walked past and saw seven skips lining the pavement outside and recognized the items that were piled up inside them. I took a broken-off tap, dusty in some places and shiny in others, and it sits in the bottom drawer of the cabinet in my bedroom. Something to remember Bishop’s House by. To remind myself that it existed. A few weeks after that, the whole place was razed to the ground. The new flats built there will make a lot of people happy, but they won’t understand what was lost in the process.

      Cuckoo writes to Patricia. Which is funny, really, because Cuckoo was always the fiercest detractor of Patricia. I wonder what Goldie would say about it all.

      There’s a happy ending for us, I think.

      We were prepared to kill to get what we wanted.

      How many people can say that and mean it?
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      I don’t see Goldie anymore.

      I have decided to take this as a good thing, that Goldie has finally moved on from us and that maybe I have finally been able to live without her. I like to imagine that she is exploring London or Paris or Milan, or any of the places she dreamed of so hard. That she spiritually glides down catwalks alongside supermodels, does a pose at the end for a camera that won’t be able to take her picture. She is always, in my head, the Goldie on that final day first: angry, passionate, laughing, dancing; and then she becomes the Goldie before: peacemaker, considerate, whip-smart. She is young and beautiful forever, and free at last. She would be proud of how we have all ended up, would say she never doubted us for a second.

      I take not seeing her as a good thing because the alternative is too dreadful to think about. That because Goldie’s body has never been found, she is lost to this world, that she only existed for as long as we were certain of her place. That she resents us, thinks we have given up on her, when that is anything but the truth. She will always be a question mark, an unsolved equation, an unfinished story. Perhaps that’s why I write to Patricia. Some kind of connection to Goldie, and some way of feeling okay about what we led Patricia to believe.

      I still visit the same places; it seems I can’t help it.

      Hugo and Cassandra’s old house, which now has new owners, a family of four. When I watch them from the garden, the mother and father argue a lot, and their toddlers sit on their iPads and don’t even react to the shouting. They’ve kept the kitchen mostly the same, though never as clean as Cassandra did.

      The spot by the river where we dumped Hugo’s body. I dip my hands in the water sometimes, feel the ice-cold temperature, and even though I know how rivers work, that the water is always flowing and this isn’t the same water as before, I have the same satisfaction I did the first time. Better, knowing how it all turned out for him. The legacy he has left behind. He has one small victory, though it’s not as if he can enjoy it. Bishop’s House has finally been demolished. The police took a long time searching for Goldie’s body in the grounds but had to concede in the end that she wasn’t there. They have guessed she was dumped in the river like the other missing girl, and that probably is what Cassandra did, though it churns my gut we will never know for sure. There will indeed be the flats Hugo always wanted. They’re building them quickly, in a hurry, eager to make people forget what once happened here.

      But I will never forget.

      I will remember Bishop’s House as it was: a dilapidated, disregarded, proud building that we brought back to life. The golden toilet, the basement we had my eighteenth birthday party in, the various rooms with their individual trinkets, the boxes and boxes of things left behind. The drawing of five birds I put on the wall when I thought the place would last forever. It was everything.

      Those times when it was the five of us in Bishop’s House I will treasure forever.

      We are moving on, starting new, exciting lives, and yet I will always want to return to that wonderful, awful summer, when everything was still ahead of us.
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      We meet one final time.

      Back to basics: under the big oak tree, the park where we first gathered under cover of darkness, the park where the five of us once rescued a bird.

      I wonder if it is still alive? If, right now, it’s in the park, watching us? Would it want to say thank you? Did it taste freedom like no other during lockdown, like us, and wish it was still in that time, enclosed forever in a world where it didn’t have to be frightened?

      There is a distinct before and after to all our lives now. Wren has told us about the students she used to teach. Absentees are more common than ever. Kids stand in packs on the playground and show each other reels from their phones and don’t make real conversation. Everyone is afraid to be, and far more comfortable to observe. They are all, it is strange to think, how we once were. Other than Cuckoo, who always had no trouble being, and Goldie, who always knew what she was going to become. Nowadays there is all so much more fear, and anger too.

      We know all about anger.

      Everyone is different. Changed. The world turns anyway, eager to forget, to push what was lost into the past and pretend it never happened. Moving on, nothing to see here.

      It is early in the morning, and it was raining before but isn’t now, so the air is fresh and dewy and the ground is wet. Gray clouds still threaten the day, lurking in the sky like swaths of spoiled paint, but otherwise it’s quite beautiful. Leftover raindrops glitter on the gate bordering the children’s playground, sprinkle the leaves on the tree above me, create small puddles in the uneven terrain of the grass. There are a couple of joggers and one mother with a pram, out so early I wonder if she even had any sleep and decided to give up on the prospect. She sits on a bench near the playground, one hand pushing the pram back and forth, the other holding her phone while she stares intently at it. I am here first, of course, so I have time to observe.

      Wren is next. She’s changed her look, had her hair cut into a short bob that really suits her, and her nails done, painted a vivid purple. It’s mad to think that the reason we’re meeting today is because Wren has finally done it. Left her job, found a new one teaching English as a foreign language, and is off to Japan tonight.

      “Look at you,” I say when she reaches me. “You look fantastic.”

      “I should have done this years ago,” she says, slightly breathless. Her cheeks are pink, and I realize this is Wren really, truly content. “I should never have gone to Cambridge.”

      “You didn’t have a choice.” I shrug, surprised at how easily I can toss aside the old resentment about her gaining the place I never did. “The world decided to turn everything on its head.”

      “And us too, I think.” She smiles. “You know I’m sleeping through the night now? The insomnia’s practically gone.”

      Cuckoo arrives carrying armfuls of flowers and chocolates and practically launches them at Wren. “For the jet-setter! And wow, I love the new hair! For a second, I was like, Crow with a stunning new friend? How dare she!”

      “Oh, Cuckoo, you shouldn’t have got me these,” Wren says. “Thank you. But I’m leaving tonight! What will I do with the flowers?”

      Cuckoo laughs and smacks her forehead with her palm. “Oops. I guess I can give them to Starling. Have you all heard the news?”

      “No, they haven’t!” Starling calls, jogging toward us. “I’m going to tell them now.”

      “What news?” I ask.

      Now that we’re all together, we sit beside the oak tree, in a circle, cross-legged, as we did before. My legs aren’t as flexible as they used to be—I haven’t sat like this in a long time—but it feels right. The ground is damp, the back of my trousers will absolutely be stained with grass and mud, and yet I decide I don’t care.

      “So being an influencer is apparently, like, really hard if you guys didn’t know,” Starling says. “You don’t just wake up one day with a million followers. How about that?”

      I’m not sure where this is going, so I don’t say anything.

      Wren speaks instead. “You’ll get there. You’ll make it work.”

      Starling shakes her head. “Here’s the thing. I think if I really cared about it—I’d be doing a lot more. Posting every day. Recording more content. And I’m just not. With everything that’s happened, the court case and Patricia and all of it, I think I know now what I want to be. And it’s not that.”

      “What?” I ask.

      “A detective.” She offers us a sheepish smile. “Don’t make any comments. Cuckoo, I’m looking at you. It’s something I think I’d be really good at, alright?”

      But there are no comments from Cuckoo. No mocking ones anyway.

      She returns Starling’s smile with a broad one of her own. “I think that’s a great idea.”

      “You do?”

      “Definitely. You’re ever so nosy, and you never let things drop.”

      Alright, maybe one mocking comment. But she means it lightheartedly, and Starling playfully punches her.

      “You two think this is a good idea?” she says to Wren and me.

      “I really do,” I say, truthfully, at the same time Wren gives an enthusiastic yes. Because Starling is nosy and she never lets things drop—but she’s also deeply investigative, careful, and precise. She’s obsessed with true crime; she always wants to discover the truth.

      And, of course, she has experience in the other side too.

      “Like Clarice,” Starling says, “but without the brain eating.”

      “Honestly, look at you two,” Cuckoo says. “Wren’s off to Japan, and Starling’s off to be a top detective, and Crow, I bet you’re going to be a famous author soon, and I’m still working at the supermarket.”

      “Uh-uh,” Starling says. “Not anymore, you’re not. Come on, Cuckoo. What do you want to do with the rest of your life?”

      Cuckoo blinks, as if the thought has genuinely not occurred to her. “I have to work. Look after my dad. My siblings.”

      “Carly is an adult,” I say, gently. “Dean is doing well. And so is your dad. You did good, Cuckoo. You can be your own person now.”

      Her lip trembles, and it is this tiny movement that shows me, despite all her bravado, her big words about being happy staying put, she does want more. She’s just never allowed herself to voice other dreams because she didn’t think she was allowed them.

      “When my mother died,” Cuckoo says, “I was so mad. At the pathetic ruling, the lack of justice Hugo received. I want to help change that. I thought about being a barrister.”

      “Cuckoo,” Starling says. “You would make a perfect barrister.”

      “You reckon?”

      “I don’t reckon. I know.”

      “But I can’t,” she says. “Dean is still in school. I have to be here for him. And Carly’s only just getting started. And Dad⁠—”

      “Will be okay,” Wren finishes. “They’re all brilliant because of you. But you can put yourself first now.”

      “But I⁠—”

      “It’s what your mum would want,” Starling says, “isn’t it?”

      “I . . .” Cuckoo bites her lip. “Yes, but . . . surely I can’t.”

      “For God’s sake, Cuckoo, you’re the smartest of all of us,” I say. “If you don’t do something with all that potential, I’ll scream.”

      Cuckoo’s head swivels toward me, something triumphant in her expression, and I realize what I’ve said. “I’m sorry, what was that, Crow?”

      “Nothing,” I say.

      “I believe”—Cuckoo is luxuriating in this—“I heard Crow say I was the smartest of us all. Wren, Starling, did you catch that?”

      “Sure did.” Starling cackles.

      “Absolutely,” Wren says.

      “Oh, shut up or I’ll take it back,” I say. “You know you are, Cuckoo. I never wanted to admit it when we were younger because I was jealous. There, are you happy?”

      “I don’t think I’ve ever been happier,” she replies, laughing. But then she is suddenly soft, reaching out and wrapping me in a hug. “Do you really think I could do it? Go to university, train as a barrister? Am I not too late?”

      “It is never too late,” I say. “You’re a cuckoo, don’t forget. Sacred animal of Hera, protector of women. Go out and protect them.”

      “Then I will. I’ll do it. Holy shit, I’m going to do it.”

      Later, when we drive Wren to the airport and wave her off, I will tell them my future too. That the book I’ve been furiously writing throughout this past year is written but not complete. I can tell, finally, that I’m not ready yet. There are the bones of something brilliant in that manuscript, but I need someone else to help me dig them out. I’ve enrolled in a free writing course, I’ve joined several writing groups, and I’m finding my people. If I have time at the airport, I’ll head into a bookshop and run my fingers along the spines of books and know I’ll be there someday. I’m making a plan, and it’s going to work.

      But right now I bask in this moment instead: Cuckoo teary-eyed and still embracing me, Starling and Wren cheering and clapping, the four of us celebrating the bright futures we were promised so long ago and are only now beginning to grasp. It isn’t fair; it won’t ever be fair that so much time has been wasted, snatched away, gobbled up in a way we aren’t allowed to acknowledge. So much was taken from us, and we can’t cry about it. Can’t scream, can’t vent. The world is so different. Altered. Don’t look back is the solution. Pretend it didn’t happen.

      It did happen. All of it.

      “Goldie would be so proud of us,” Cuckoo says, serious now, and I wonder how long it will be before that name no longer twinges at my heart, like a puppet master pulling an already worn-out string. “Imagine what she’d be doing now if she hadn’t . . .”

      Rocks into dust . . .

      I met Goldie first, which feels silly to claim as a win, but it’s true. It was the first year of primary school, and we were five, so I only have a hazy memory of it, but I was over by the books at the back of the classroom after Mum and Dad had dropped me off, and the one I wanted was on a particularly high shelf, half out, half in its place. Goldie, a vision with her bright curls and red cheeks, told me her name and then told me how to solve my problem: simply run into the bookshelf to topple the book over. I looked at her, puzzled, and she decided to demonstrate. She ran headfirst into the shelf, and sure enough, the whole bookshelf wobbled, and the book I wanted (plus some collateral damage) fell to the floor.

      “Told you,” she said, pleased with herself. “You have to run straight at things if you want them.”

      “Doesn’t your head hurt?” I asked.

      “A little. But it was worth it!”

      Wren and Starling became our friends shortly afterward, and then of course there was Cuckoo. Expanding our four into a five felt so natural when it came to her.

      “Sorry,” Cuckoo says quietly. “I think about her so much. I think about what we did. If we hadn’t . . . If I hadn’t forced you all into helping me with Hugo, into killing a man . . .”

      She pauses, and we wait for her, none of us wanting to be the one to fill that silence.

      “Would she still be alive?” she asks. “Would Goldie still be here?”

      I get it, the ruminating, the running endless scenarios around the brain. The what-ifs that plague the mind, that can send someone into despair. I have done them myself. I have questioned the same things. But it is only hearing Cuckoo say it out loud, in a small, scared, un-Cuckoo voice, that pushes me to an answer I never thought I’d say.

      “It doesn’t matter.” I reach over and place my hand on her knee. “We cannot change the past, whatever we might wish for. We did what we did, and Goldie died. We all participated in that summer. We all killed Hugo, and that includes Goldie.”

      “She wouldn’t want you to hold on to that forever,” Starling murmurs. “You can’t hold on to that forever. It’s not just you. It’s all of us. It’s her too.”

      “It was an accident,” I tell her. “A horrible, terrible accident. It had nothing to do with Hugo. She wanted him dead just as we did.”

      “I put the stuff in the house,” Cuckoo says.

      For a moment I don’t understand what she means. “You did what?”

      “The gnome.” Wren gasps. “You glued it back together? How?”

      The gnome in Bishop’s House. I remember Wren’s terror about it. And there were the other things too—the vodka and the cigarettes and that newspaper article. In the chaos of everything that followed, I had forgotten about them, pushed them to the back of my mind.

      “It was a different gnome,” Cuckoo says. “I smashed it myself and glued it. I just wanted it to look—creepy, I guess. I hadn’t realized you’d destroyed your own.”

      “And everything else?” Starling says. “That was you too?”

      Cuckoo hangs her head. “Yeah, that was me. I wanted to . . . Us being back together again, I wanted something that would keep us together. I missed us. I didn’t expect . . . everything that happened afterward. It was about being us again. Spurring us into action. I don’t know. Keeping us together for longer.”

      I should be furious with her, but the anger doesn’t come. After everything, it doesn’t feel worth it anymore.

      “It’s okay,” I say quietly.

      “I’m sorry for scaring you all,” Cuckoo says. “It’s always me, isn’t it? I’m a screwup. A mess.”

      “You’re neither of those things,” Starling says. “You’re Cuckoo, and Goldie loved you for it. And we love you too.”

      “Goldie was so happy that night,” Wren says. “The night she died. Do you remember? She was so, so happy.”

      Goldie. Goldie, Goldie, Goldie. Our Goldfinch.

      “She was the best of us,” Cuckoo says.

      Yes.

      Cuckoo takes a deep breath. “It’s time to carry on, isn’t it? Move forward.”

      “I have your permission then?” Wren whispers. She is tearing up, one hand clasped at her throat. “I can really go to Japan?”

      “Our permission?” Cuckoo shakes her head. “Oh, Wren. You don’t need that. We’ll support you whatever you do. You’ve booked the plane, you’ve got a job. You’re doing it!”

      “Goldie won’t mind if I leave her?”

      “You’re not leaving her,” I say. “None of us are leaving her. That’s the thing—she’s with us wherever we are.”

      Goldie, who I have been trying so hard to ignore and pretend not to see, gives me a wave and a wink all the way over in the children’s playground. She’s on the swings, giddy with joy. She waits for me to finally acknowledge her, and when I smile and nod, she gives me a look I can’t describe, some kind of satisfaction mixed with victory, and she vanishes. I think she might be gone for good. Out there, anyway. I press a hand to my chest.

      “And you guys won’t mind that I’m leaving you?” Wren mumbles.

      “You’re not leaving us either,” Cuckoo replies. “We could be on separate continents, we could have relationships and children and jobs and drama and happiness and everything in between, and you’re still the ones I’m going to phone at midnight if there’s a problem.”

      “Just not another body, please.” Starling grins.

      There is a finality to this, a sense of things ending. We are not the girls we were when we met under this oak tree with no idea of what lay ahead. We are not even the women who came together to return to Bishop’s House. We are new, and part of it is scary, but mostly it is exhilarating. The shackles of everything have been released, and we aren’t going to be haunted anymore. There is nothing to escape from. We haven’t been kind, we have been downright monstrous at times, but just as the world continues to march brutally on, so must we. We might be going our separate ways, but we will always love each other.

      “What will we do?” Cuckoo says. “Who will we become?”

      I hold out my pinkie finger. “Promise to find out?”

      Cuckoo links hers with mine. Starling and Wren do the same.

      Everything is going to be fine.

      The sublime has left us, and we are left with the beautiful.

      “Promise.”
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      This is how it would happen, if we had stayed rescuing birds.

      It is September, the days are hot and humid, but for the first time in my life, I am not in a classroom. Classrooms are gone, someone else is in my seat there, and I am in the world. I am walking down the street in an outfit carefully curated: brown wedge sandals, denim shorts, a white vest, a blue shirt unbuttoned and hanging loosely. My hair is long and straight, and my nails are manicured for the first time. Someone stops me and asks if I’m a model.

      It would go on from there. The first nervous meeting, the agreement, a contract signed. A portfolio created, a reputation building. At the beginning I live with other models, we are all just starting out and it is so exciting and new and we become easy friends, and I am known as Goldie, one word, and I get my very own magazine spread within the year. Soon enough, I am walking runways for every top designer, and I am on the cover of every magazine. I am paid millions, I am famous, I live exactly the life I have always wanted. Goldfinches were once kept in cages, but that won’t ever be me.

      I invite Crow and Cuckoo and Starling and Wren to live with me because I love them, and we have remained friends, the five of us, no matter what. Because I am successful, I can help with their dreams. Soon enough, we have conquered everything. And it works because we are together. Because once upon a time we rescued a bird and that has got to stand for something, hasn’t it?

      Before we turned monstrous.

      It does not happen like that because I am dying. In the process of it. I am falling to my death. The ground, always there for me before, is now my maker. I remember lying in the grass in summers long gone, staring up at the sky, feeling safe and warm and secure, and this is how it betrays me. Bishop’s House is far away and up close all at once. I was dancing on its roof a second ago, and now it has betrayed me too.

      After we turned monstrous, the five of us have never been the same again.

      Here I am, leaving the nest first.

      A second is a very long time when it is the last one you will ever have.

      It’s okay though. I am soaring, I am flying.

      I close my eyes and aim for the light.

      You’ll have bright futures. You’ve earned them.

    

  


  
    
      
        
        
        Hope is the thing with feathers

        That perches in the soul,

        And sings the tune without the words,

        And never stops at all,

      

        

      
        And sweetest in the gale is heard;

        And sore must be the storm

        That could abash the little bird

        That kept so many warm.

      

        

      
        I’ve heard it in the chillest land,

        And on the strangest sea;

        Yet, never, in extremity,

      
        It asked a crumb of me

        —EMILY DICKINSON, “HOPE”
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