The Version We Deleted
Eleven minutes missing from the story
English
Fabliva
AI-assisted novel, read and edited for language and continuity by the AI assistant. Independent human native-language review remains pending.
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The Cut
In the version I sent to the school, my brother never came through the door.
There was no cleverness to it. I put a marker at nine minutes past the hour, changed my mind, moved it back another three, and lifted out the whole gap between the speeches and the band. Nobody needed eleven minutes of an empty stage. Nobody had paid five pounds to watch a man in a fleece try to connect a keyboard.
The cut made the evening look better organised than it had been. That was the job.
Outside my bedroom window, someone was attempting to start a lawnmower. They had been attempting it since eight. Each time the engine caught, I thought I might be able to concentrate, and each time it died I became personally angry with a machine I couldn't see.
I played the transition again. Judith Lane thanked the volunteers. The band appeared beneath a wash of blue light. An audience that had actually spent eleven minutes looking at its phones was suddenly clapping.
Much better.
I saved the file as LANTERN_FINAL_3, which told you something about my working methods and nothing encouraging about my future.
Mum knocked with her knuckle against the frame. She had already opened the door.
“Toast?”
“Please.”
“You could have come down.”
“I could have.”
She put the plate in the space between my mouse and a stack of sixth-form prospectuses. One triangle of toast rested on the other like the roof of a house. She had cut off the corner I'd burned yesterday and apparently decided this was now how I liked it.
“Did you sleep?”
“A bit.”
“How big a bit?”
“A sleep-sized one.”
She looked at the screen. In the paused frame, Judith's mouth was open and her hands were spread apart. It looked less like a fundraising speech than a demonstration of the size of a fish.
“Lovely picture.”
“It's a video, Mum.”
“I know what a video is.”
Behind her, the landing light had gone out. Sam had taken the bulb from it two days earlier to put in the bathroom. Neither of us had told Mum. She still flicked the switch twice whenever she went upstairs, giving electricity the opportunity to reconsider.
“What time did your brother come in?” she asked.
I took a bite of toast. It was a better way of obtaining three seconds than saying I didn't know when I did.
“After me.”
“That's helpful.”
“He was clearing up.”
“He was supposed to be helping Val lock up. Val rang me at half past eleven looking for him.”
On the screen, Judith continued to measure her imaginary fish.
“I didn't see him at the end,” I said.
That was true. It was one of several true things I could have said, and I had selected it quite carefully.
Mum sighed and took an empty mug from the windowsill. “He’s nineteen. I'm aware of that. He tells me often enough. But if he says he'll do a thing, he needs to do it.”
“I know.”
“I wasn't asking you to explain him.”
“I wasn't.”
She waited. I waited. Somewhere in the garden next door, the lawnmower finally started and stayed started.
Mum touched the back of my chair. “Eat the other piece as well. You're working tonight?”
“Five till nine.”
“I'll leave something.”
When she had gone, I rewound the film before the cut.
The stage at the Lantern Rooms occupied the shallow end of what had once been Alderwick's municipal swimming pool. The blue depth markings were still on the walls. Judith called them a reminder of our shared history. Val called them a reason nobody could put up shelves. The balcony, where I'd set up the camera, had been the viewing gallery. Parents had stood there in outdoor shoes watching their children learn not to drown.
Last night, half of those parents had stood below it drinking warm wine from recyclable cups. They were helping, Judith said, to keep an important community resource in community hands. Tickets, donations and the auction would pay for repairs to the north roof. There had been a cardboard thermometer by the door, its red strip stopping a little shy of the sum printed at the top.
I had filmed the thermometer three times because the first two people who posed beside it stood in front of the number.
The balcony shot wasn't beautiful. The tripod didn't quite fit behind the rail, and part of a safety notice occupied the bottom corner. But it was steady, it showed the whole stage, and nobody could put a pint in front of the lens.
At 21:06 on the camera clock, Judith stepped down. At 21:07, Sam appeared at the far right of the frame, in the service passage behind the stage.
He was carrying a grey equipment case.
Not running. That was important to me then. He was not running, or looking around, or doing any of the other things you imagined someone did when they had something to hide. He walked with one shoulder lower than the other because of the weight of the case. A piece of white tape on the handle flashed as he passed beneath a light.
Then he was gone.
The viewing copy had no sound. I had started making it on my laptop during the second half, turning off the camera's scratch audio because it mostly contained me clearing my throat, and assembled the evening's files afterwards. We were supposed to get the proper sound from the mixing desk. The original card was in the equipment crate Finn had collected at the end of the night.
That was the system, such as it was: borrowed camera, borrowed tripod, laptop with a battery that lasted forty minutes if I didn't ask it to think too hard. We weren't a production company. We were a girl with an expired editing-software discount and several adults who thought exposure was an acceptable rate of pay.
I watched my brother cross the corner of the frame again.
Twenty minutes before that, he had come upstairs to the balcony. He'd smelled of hot oil and the lemon spray from the kitchen. A tear in the reflective strip of his work jacket had caught in the door.
“Can you give me a hand with something?” he'd said.
I had been trying to get Judith's microphone back into the right channel. I told him I was busy.
“Just cover for me if Val asks.”
“Cover what?”
“I've got to take a case round the front.”
“So tell Val.”
“Bea.”
I knew that version of my name. Sam could make one syllable sound like a reminder of everything we'd ever done for each other.
I'd looked up then. His face was shiny from the kitchen heat, but the rest of him seemed oddly still.
“What's in it?”
“Equipment.”
“That narrows it down.”
“I'll explain later.”
He hadn't. At one in the morning, I'd heard him come home, drink water straight from the kitchen tap and sit on the stairs for a long time before going to his room. The stairs complained in different places under our different weights. Sam was the third and the seventh. Mum was the fifth. I could usually manage them quietly if I went sideways.
Now his door was shut.
I exported the film. A progress bar crawled along the bottom of the screen, and for three minutes I had nothing to do but eat toast and look at my own reflection in the black strip beside the preview window.
My phone vibrated under a prospectus.
I expected Judith asking where the film was. She had already sent a message at seven seventeen saying no rush, followed at seven forty-two by a question about whether it would be ready before lunch.
It was Finn.
Have you heard from Rowan?
I typed: Not since last night.
Then I deleted it.
I had seen Rowan the night before, but we hadn't really spoken. There were people you could say hello to without having to consider everything the word left out. Rowan had stopped being one of them in November.
Why? I wrote.
Finn rang before I could put the phone down.
“Hi,” he said. “Sorry. Are you up?”
“Obviously.”
“Right. Yeah.”
He wasn't laughing. Finn usually laughed when I was rude to him. It was one of the advantages of having known somebody since you both had mittens on strings.
“What's happened?”
“Denise can't get hold of him.”
“It's nine in the morning.”
“He didn't go home.”
The export bar reached sixty-eight per cent. A small box announced that my laptop would soon run out of storage.
“Maybe he stayed with someone.”
“That's what she thought. She's been ringing round. He sent her a message last night, but—”
“But what?”
“It's weird. I don't know. He said he was going away for a bit.”
I turned in my chair and looked through the window. The man with the lawnmower had taken off his sweatshirt and hung it over a fence post. Beyond our little gardens were the roofs of the shops, the water tower and the hill on which everyone pretended the new houses weren't spreading.
There were plenty of places you could go away to. Rowan talked about most of them.
“What did Denise say?”
“That he hasn't answered anything since. His phone's off.”
“Has she called the police?”
“She is now. They don't make you wait, apparently.”
“I didn't think they did.”
There was a little silence. I could hear someone in Finn's house moving plates.
“Did you see him leave?” he asked.
“No.”
“From up there, I thought maybe—”
“I was filming the stage.”
“Yeah. Course.”
The progress bar stopped at eighty-two per cent, as if it too had been distracted.
“Did you?” I asked.
“What?”
“See him leave.”
“No. He was cross about something. Not cross exactly. You know Rowan.”
I did, but less well than I used to. Rowan could go quiet in a way that made everyone around him fill the silence with mistakes. He rarely had to raise his voice. You would hear yourself talking and realise, halfway through a sentence, that you were giving him more reasons to be disappointed in you.
“Maybe he wanted everyone to leave him alone,” I said.
“Maybe.”
Neither of us sounded convinced.
Finn asked if I would check my messages, and I told him I already had. He said he was going to the centre because Judith was making a list of people who'd been there. I said I'd send the film through as soon as it finished.
“Don't worry about that,” he said quickly.
“It's nearly done.”
“Just—if there's anything with Rowan in it, maybe send that too.”
“Okay.”
“Thanks, Bee.”
Only Finn called me that any more. He had started in reception because he couldn't say Beatrice, and the shortened version had somehow survived both of us learning to read.
After he hung up, I checked my messages again.
The last one from Rowan was four months old.
Please don't put that bit in.
I stared at it until the words ceased to look like something a person had written. Then I locked the phone.
Downstairs, Mum was calling that she was leaving. I went to the landing and told her about Rowan.
She stopped with her hand on the front-door handle.
“Oh, Denise.”
There was nothing else in it. Not suspicion, not a theory. Just the name of another mother and the idea of waking up to an empty room.
“Will you be here?” she asked.
“I think so.”
“Tell Sam when he wakes. And answer your phone.”
“I always answer my phone.”
She gave me a look that allowed both of us to leave that claim unexamined.
When the door shut, I went back upstairs and knocked on Sam's.
He didn't answer. I pushed it open an inch.
His room was empty.
The bed had been slept in, and his black work trousers lay in a heap beside it. On the desk, under an unpaid parking notice, was the little paper label that had been attached to the handle of the grey case.
I knew it because I had written it myself.
LANTERN ROOMS — BACKUP CAMERA. PLEASE RETURN TO BEA.
For a while I stood in the doorway, listening to the lawnmower and the hum of my laptop through the wall.
Then my phone lit up again.
This time it was a photograph in the sixth-form group chat: Rowan on a school trip, squinting into the sun, one hand raised to stop whoever was taking the picture.
Underneath it, someone had written: Has anyone seen him?
Someone Else's Friday
The police officer who came to the Lantern Rooms had a canvas bag full of leaflets and a small piece of tissue stuck to the heel of her shoe.
I noticed the tissue because I didn't want to look at the photograph on the table.
It was the same picture from the group chat, printed in colour on the centre's unreliable machine. Rowan's face had come out slightly orange. In real life he had been pale enough to burn through cloud, something he'd complained about as if the weather had deliberately failed to take him into account.
“Beatrice Carter?” the officer asked.
“Bea.”
“I'm Helen Adebayo.”
She showed me identification. I read the word Inspector, then realised I was staring at it and looked up.
“Is my mum supposed to be here?”
“You're not in trouble. At this point I'm asking people what they saw last night. You're welcome to have someone with you. We can wait.”
“She’s at work.”
“Would you like to call her?”
I imagined Mum stepping away from the pharmacy counter, one hand over her other ear, while the queue grew and the pharmacist made the face she described at dinner. Then I imagined telling her why I wanted her there.
“No. It's okay.”
The inspector put a chair beside mine rather than opposite it. Through the glass door, I could see Finn helping Judith move a trestle table. He wore the same navy jumper he'd worn the night before, or an identical one. Some people had enough clothes for that to be a possibility.
Adebayo followed my glance but didn't comment.
“What did you do at the event?”
“Video. A bit of sound. Mostly video.”
“Working for the centre?”
“Volunteering.”
“And you're a student?”
I told her where, which year, what subjects. All the things I could say without thinking. Media studies, English language, art. I didn't add that the art teacher considered my refusal to draw actual objects a personal challenge. It seemed unlikely to help find Rowan.
“Did you know him well?”
“We're at the same college.”
“That's not quite what I asked.”
I picked a fleck of dried paint from the table edge.
“We used to be friends.”
“And now?”
“We still talk.”
That wasn't a lie in the same sense that saying it was raining would have been a lie. We did still talk. We said sorry when we bumped into each other at the printers. Once he'd asked me to move my bag off a chair.
“Was there an argument?”
“Not last night.”
“Before last night?”
I could hear Judith through the door, explaining that they mustn't put missing-person posters over the emergency-exit signs. Her voice had the briskness adults used when being busy was the only thing they could offer.
“We disagreed about a film,” I said. “In November. It was nothing to do with him going away.”
“Tell me about it anyway.”
So I told her the smallest version that was still recognisable. I'd made a short documentary for a regional young filmmakers' event. Rowan had let me film him working at his mother's market stall, drawing behind the counter, talking about wanting to leave Alderwick. He had asked me to remove a section where he talked about his dad. I thought he meant one sentence. He meant the whole section.
“Did you remove it?”
“Not before the first screening.”
“And afterwards?”
“Yes.”
Adebayo wrote something. Her handwriting was small and quick. I tried not to read it.
“I thought it mattered,” I added. “The thing he'd said. It made the rest of the film make sense.”
“To you?”
There was no accusation in the question, which made it harder to answer.
“Yes.”
She let that sit between us for a moment. Then she asked when I'd last seen him.
“Around half eight. Near the donation desk.”
“What was he doing?”
“Sorting envelopes. Talking to Finn.”
“Finn Sayer?”
“Yes.”
“What were they talking about?”
“I don't know.”
“Did they seem upset?”
I tried to reconstruct it without improving it. Rowan had been standing behind the desk, one hand on a blue folder. Finn had leaned towards him. There had been a woman trying to get past with a tray of glasses, and I remembered stepping aside because one of the glasses was full to the rim.
“They weren't smiling,” I said. “But I only saw them for a second.”
“Good. Tell me what you remember, not what you think you ought to remember.”
I nodded too quickly.
She asked about the balcony, the camera, the times I'd gone downstairs. I described changing a microphone battery and finding an extension cable that turned out not to belong to us. I described the band starting late. I mentioned the case of equipment Finn had returned at the end of the evening.
“Do you have the recordings?”
“The edited film. And a viewing copy of the full camera shot. It’s silent. The original card is in the equipment crate.”
“Why is the viewing copy silent?”
“I exported it without the sound. Just to choose pictures. The sound was supposed to come from the desk.”
“Can you keep everything as it is, please? Don't delete or overwrite anything. Someone will arrange to collect copies.”
“Of course.”
I wanted to tell her I wasn't an idiot. Then I remembered the film on my desktop, eleven minutes shorter than the night had been, and kept quiet.
“Your brother was working here too?”
My fingers stopped worrying the paint.
“In the kitchen.”
“Samuel Carter?”
“Sam.”
“He spoke to Mr Dacre about moving some equipment. Mr Dacre couldn't find him later. Do you know when he left?”
“No.”
“Did you see him during the break between the speeches and the music?”
I could have said yes, briefly. I could have said he asked me to cover for him and I didn't know what he meant. Neither answer would have made Sam a murderer. Rowan wasn't even dead, as far as any of us knew.
But I had the label in my pocket. I had found it under the parking notice, folded it twice and put it there. The paper seemed to have acquired its own pulse.
“He was upstairs with me,” I said.
“In the balcony?”
“Yes.”
“The whole break?”
I watched her pen wait.
“Pretty much.”
“What does pretty much mean?”
A person who wanted to help you might have accepted the uncertainty. Adebayo was trying to help Rowan.
“He came up just before the speeches finished,” I said. “He stayed until the band started.”
She wrote that down.
I was surprised by how little happened. The door didn't open. A light didn't flicker. Finn and Judith continued to manoeuvre the table in the hall, and someone outside laughed at something, then seemed to remember where they were.
Adebayo asked three more questions. I answered all of them honestly, which already felt like a kind of compensation.
When she finished, she gave me a card and asked me to call if I remembered anything else.
“Even something you think isn't important.”
“Okay.”
“People often remember an event differently once they realise it matters. Try not to work out a shared version with your friends. Just write down your own memories.”
I put the card in the pocket that didn't contain the label.
Outside the room, Finn was trying to fix the leg of the table. He had turned it on its side and was crouching beside it, testing a bolt with his thumb.
“All right?” he asked.
“Yeah.”
“They do ask a lot, don't they?”
“It's their job.”
“I know. I just kept thinking I'd get something wrong.”
His hair fell into his eyes. He pushed it back with the heel of his hand, leaving a faint line of dust across his forehead.
I had known Finn in the era when his mum labelled his socks. I had seen him cry because a dog he'd been afraid of turned out to be old and ill. He was one of very few people whose face still contained all its earlier versions when I looked at it.
“Have you heard anything?” I asked.
“Someone thinks they saw him at the coach stop.”
“Who?”
“Don't know yet. Judith's passing things on.”
He stood and wiped his palms on his trousers.
“Are you okay?” he asked again.
I wanted, suddenly, to tell him about Sam. Not because Finn could solve it, but because he would begin by assuming there was an explanation. He had always been good at that. When Mum missed a parents' evening, he said her shift must have run late. When I couldn't afford the end-of-year trip, he said it sounded boring anyway, despite having already paid his deposit.
Before I could speak, Judith came out of the office carrying a stapler.
“Finn, darling, can you find the other box of drawing pins? And Bea, the film—”
“The police have asked me to keep all the files.”
“Yes, of course, absolutely. But the little highlights one. We ought to put something on the website. A message. Not cheerful, obviously.”
I looked at her.
“Judith.”
“I know. I'm not suggesting we carry on as if nothing's happened. I simply think people need to see that we're doing everything we can.”
“What would that look like?”
She blinked. “Sorry?”
“In the film. What does doing everything we can look like?”
Finn put a hand on the table between us, not touching either of us.
“Maybe leave it for now,” he said.
Judith rubbed her forehead with the stapler still in her hand. For the first time I saw how tired she was. There was a dark patch on the collar of her blouse where she'd spilled tea and tried to wipe it away.
“Yes. You're right. I'm sorry.”
She went back to the office.
I should have felt pleased with myself for saying the right thing. Instead I felt mean.
Finn lowered his voice. “She's been here since half six.”
“I know.”
“She's just trying to do something.”
“So is everyone.”
He looked at me more closely then, and I looked away first.
Across the hall, Imani Holt stood beside a noticeboard, examining a row of photographs clipped to a wire. They were from the centre's old swimming days: children in enormous goggles, men in narrow trunks, a woman who looked as if she regretted being photographed in a swimming cap.
Imani had a camera strap wrapped around her wrist. Her hair was tied up with a red scarf, and there was a tiny white scar at the corner of her left eyebrow. I'd noticed the scar in art class months earlier and then spent an unreasonable amount of time trying not to notice it again.
She turned when Finn called her name.
“Did you bring the pictures?” he asked.
“My card. They asked for originals.”
“Anything useful?”
“I haven't decided what useful looks like.”
It was almost exactly what I'd said to Judith, except Imani made it sound less like a rebuke and more like a fact.
Finn nodded towards the interview room. “They're in there.”
“I know. I'm waiting.”
He glanced at his phone, then at the office. “I've got to find those pins.”
When he left, Imani and I were left standing close enough that silence required a decision.
“Hi,” I said.
“Hi.”
“Did you get any sleep?”
“Some.”
“Everyone keeps asking me that.”
“Did you?”
“Some.”
She smiled a little. It made me wish I'd said something that deserved it.
For a minute we looked at the swimming photographs together. In one, a boy stood on the diving board with his knees bent, apparently still deciding whether to jump. The date written beneath it was twenty years old. He had either jumped or climbed down by now. I found myself wanting to know which.
“Were you upstairs all night?” Imani asked.
“Mostly.”
“I saw you in the passage just before the band. You looked like you were looking for someone.”
My mouth went dry.
“I needed a cable.”
“Oh. I thought you said Sam.”
The inspector's card seemed to press against my leg through the fabric of my jeans.
“I probably did.”
Imani looked at me, not suspiciously. That was worse. She was simply checking whether we were having a conversation.
“I have a picture of you,” she said. “It's quite good. You don't look like you're posing.”
“I never know where to put my hands.”
“In this one you're holding a cable.”
“That would solve it.”
She unwound the strap from her wrist.
“I can send it later.”
“Thanks.”
The interview-room door opened. Adebayo called Imani's name, and she went in without looking back.
I stood beside the noticeboard with my phone in my hand.
Then I called Sam.
He answered on the fifth ring, breathing hard.
“What?”
“Where are you?”
“Out.”
“The police are asking about last night.”
There was a pause.
“What did you tell them?”
It wasn't Are you okay? It wasn't Is Rowan home?
I shut my eyes.
“Something you need to make true,” I said.
A Bag Without a Boy
Sam told me to meet him at home. Then he told me not to go anywhere. Then he said he would ring me back.
I waited outside the centre for four minutes, watching a woman reverse a car with a missing-person poster already taped inside the rear window. Sam didn't ring.
I sent him a message.
I found the label.
The three dots appeared, vanished and appeared again.
It's not what you think.
That was an ambitious claim. He had no idea what I thought. Neither did I, entirely.
Before I could answer, Finn came down the steps carrying a roll of tape in his teeth and two cardboard boxes against his chest. I took the top box before it fell.
“Thanks,” he said, removing the tape. “We're taking these to Denise.”
Inside the box were more posters, a stack of paper cups and a packet of biscuits. Someone had also put in a bottle of hand sanitiser. The items suggested a meeting rather than a disaster, which was probably the point.
“Who's we?”
“Me. You, possibly. Mum's over there already.”
I looked at my phone.
“Have they found him?”
“Not him. His bag, maybe. On the late coach. The driver handed it in.”
“Where?”
“Northbridge. At the depot.”
Northbridge was forty miles away. It had a university, three cinemas and trains to places we referred to collectively as everywhere. Rowan had once spent an afternoon explaining that it wasn't a destination, just somewhere you changed transport. I'd said that sounded considerably better than Alderwick, where you mostly changed your mind.
“Was he on it?” I asked.
“They're trying to find out.”
Finn led the way to his car, a little silver thing his dad had taught him to maintain. There was always a packet of mints in the door and never any rubbish on the floor. I got in with the box on my lap.
We drove through town at the speed of Saturday traffic. Outside the bakery, two boys from our year stood with their phones tilted towards each other. One looked up as we passed. I wondered whether they were talking about Rowan or football or something completely unrelated. It seemed indecent that unrelated things still existed, although I'd spent the first twenty minutes of the morning being annoyed with a lawnmower.
“Do you think he actually went?” Finn asked.
“I don't know.”
“He's talked about it enough.”
“Talking isn't the same.”
“No. Obviously.”
At the crossing, an old man took a long time to negotiate the dropped kerb with a shopping trolley. Finn waited without tapping the wheel. His mother said he had an old soul. My mother said an old soul ought to be able to remember to bring back the baking dish we'd lent them at Christmas.
“Did you see the message he sent?” I asked.
“Denise read it to Mum.”
“What did it say?”
“Something like he was sorry, but he couldn't stay. Needed to get away from everyone.”
“Everyone?”
“I don't remember it word for word.”
He moved forward when the crossing cleared.
“The bag had his headphones in it,” he added. “The blue ones. So that's something.”
I looked at him. “Something good?”
“Well. It means he packed.”
“Or he left his bag.”
“I'm trying not to think the worst, Bea.”
I looked down at the box. On the top poster, Rowan was still holding up his hand against the camera.
Denise lived in a maisonette above a row of shops on Cross Street. When we were younger, I had thought living over a shop must be convenient, until Rowan pointed out that the shop below them sold curtain poles. The entrance was around the side, up a narrow flight of outside stairs that collected leaves even when the trees were bare.
Finn carried both boxes up. I followed him with the sanitiser, which had fallen out in the car.
The front door was open.
I had not been inside since before Christmas. The hallway still smelled of washing powder and the lemon tree Denise kept unsuccessfully on the windowsill. A school photograph of Rowan and his sister Alice hung beside the coat hooks. Alice had been about eight in it, smiling with the unguarded certainty of someone who hadn't yet learned to inspect her own face in photographs. Rowan had looked faintly inconvenienced.
In the kitchen, Clare Sayer was making tea. She had taken off the smart jacket she wore even on weekends and hung it over a chair. Without it she looked more like Finn and less like someone who could ask a headteacher a question that ruined their afternoon.
“Darling,” she said to him. “Put those in the sitting room. Bea, hello.”
“Hi.”
“Your mum said she'd come after work.”
“My mum?”
“She texted Denise.”
Of course she had. While I had been choosing the least incriminating version of Friday night, Mum had been doing the obvious thing.
Denise sat at the table with her phone charging beside her. She wasn't crying. Somehow I'd expected that, and now I had to work out what to do with a face that looked almost normal except for its complete attention to the phone.
“Bea,” she said. “Thank you for coming.”
“I brought this.”
I held up the sanitiser. Even as I did it, I wanted to put it down and leave the country.
Denise looked at the bottle, then at me.
“Well,” she said. “We’ll be clean.”
I laughed before I could stop myself. So did she, once, and then her face altered. She pressed her lips together and looked back at the phone.
I put the bottle by the sink.
Clare made room for me at the table. Alice sat on the other side with her knees drawn up under an oversized sweatshirt. There was a bowl of cereal in front of her, the flakes swollen in the milk. She was drawing on the back of an envelope, pressing hard enough that I could hear the pencil against the wood.
“They've found a bag,” Denise told me.
“Finn said.”
“They sent a photograph. It looks like his.”
She turned the phone so I could see. A dark rucksack lay on an office chair. One zip was open, showing the pale edge of a T-shirt and a loop of headphone cable. There was a little enamel badge on the front: a cartoon pigeon wearing a crown.
“I gave him that,” Alice said.
“The badge?”
She nodded without looking up.
“It was a joke. He said pigeons were the only thing the council funded properly.”
That sounded like Rowan. I could hear exactly how he'd have said it, with a solemnity that made the joke take an extra second to arrive.
“Did he take clothes?” I asked.
Denise moved a teaspoon that didn't need moving.
“His blue jumper's gone. His wash bag. I can't tell about the rest. He does his own laundry, mostly.”
“He doesn't,” Alice said. “He puts it in the basket and says he's about to.”
Denise glanced at her. “Alice.”
“What? He does.”
“You're right,” Denise said after a moment. “He does.”
The kettle clicked off. Clare poured water into the teapot. Finn leaned against the counter, arms folded tightly enough that the cuffs of his jumper rode up his wrists.
“Can I see the message?” I asked.
I should have waited for Denise to offer. I knew that almost as soon as I said it, but she was already tapping the screen.
“It came at nine twenty-three.”
She passed me the phone.
Mother, I'm sorry. I can't stay here. Please don't make this a big thing. I need some time away from everyone. I'll be in touch.
The message sat above a row of green replies.
What do you mean?
Where are you?
Rowan please answer.
There were more below the edge of the screen. I didn't scroll.
“He calls you Mother?” I said.
Denise took the phone back slowly.
“Sometimes. If he's being funny.”
“He says Mum,” Alice said.
“People write differently when they're upset,” Clare said from the counter.
She meant to be reassuring. I could see that. She was trying to turn every detail into a reason not to be frightened.
Denise looked at the words again.
“I don't know why he wouldn't tell me.”
Nobody answered.
It was the first time since Finn's call that I understood how little a missing person left you to do. There were tasks, certainly. You could make tea, print posters, answer questions. But the central thing was an absence, and there was no useful way to hold it.
Finn crouched beside Alice's chair.
“Can I see what you're drawing?”
She covered the envelope with her hand.
“No.”
“Fair enough.”
He didn't push. He got up and took the posters into the sitting room.
Denise asked whether Rowan had looked happy the night before. I told her I'd only seen him briefly. She asked what he'd been wearing. I described the green checked shirt, sleeves rolled unevenly, one higher than the other. She closed her eyes for a moment.
“He ironed that himself,” she said.
I had no idea what to say to that. I could describe a person down to the clothes they wore and still offer nothing that brought them nearer.
My phone vibrated in my pocket.
Sam: I'm home. Come back. Don't talk to anyone about the case.
I turned the screen against my leg.
“You all right?” Denise asked.
“Work,” I said. “They're checking my shift.”
Another true thing about my life, used in the wrong place.
I stayed for fifteen more minutes because leaving immediately would have felt obvious. Clare asked about my application to the Harcourt summer programme. I explained that the screen-arts foundation was a different thing, at a college in Northbridge, and that I hadn't applied yet.
“Oh, of course. Finn's applying for Harcourt. I get them mixed up.”
“Still filling things in,” Finn said from the other room.
Denise looked up. “I thought Rowan said—”
The phone rang.
Everything in the kitchen stopped.
Denise answered so quickly she nearly dropped it. She said her name twice. Then she listened, and the little hope that had lifted her face settled back down.
“Yes,” she said. “Yes, that's his. I'm sure.”
Finn came to the doorway. Clare put a hand on Denise's shoulder.
Alice kept drawing. She had uncovered the envelope. On it was the pigeon from the badge, but enormous now, towering above a row of houses. She was working on one of its feet, making each claw carefully sharp.
I wished I could stay and talk to her about it. I wished I could be the sort of person who knew that was the right thing to do and did it without looking at their phone.
Instead I waited until the call finished, said I was sorry, and went downstairs.
Finn followed me onto the steps.
“Do you need a lift?”
“I'll walk.”
“You sure?”
“It's ten minutes.”
He looked as if he wanted to say something else. Up close, I noticed a pale green mark at the edge of his right cuff. It could have been paint or some elaborate food they'd served the donors. Half of us had gone home with evidence of the event on our clothes.
“Bea,” he said. “If you hear anything from Rowan—anything—will you tell me?”
“I'll tell the police.”
“Yeah. Obviously. I just meant me too.”
I nodded.
He went back upstairs. I stood at the bottom for a moment, under the curtain-pole shop's faded sign, and looked at Sam's message again.
Then I started walking.
What Sam Took
Sam had made coffee for two people, which was how I knew he was frightened.
He didn't usually make coffee for himself. He drank the kind that came cold in a bottle and cost enough that Mum called it a financial decision. Now there were two mugs on the kitchen table and the jar of instant coffee stood open beside them.
“I didn't know how much you put in,” he said.
I looked into my mug. It was approximately the colour of engine oil.
“Are you trying to keep me awake until Christmas?”
“Bea.”
I sat down opposite him.
He had shaved. Badly, in a hurry. There was a nick under his chin and a small patch he'd missed near his ear. For a second I saw him at thirteen, pretending to shave beside the bathroom mirror while I sat on the closed toilet lid and made unhelpful comments.
Then I put the paper label on the table.
He looked at it without touching it.
“Where is it?” I asked.
“I can get it back.”
“That wasn't the question.”
“I know.”
“Where's the camera, Sam?”
He rubbed both hands over his face.
“I gave it to someone.”
“Gave it.”
“Not like that.”
“What other kind of giving is there?”
“I needed money. Temporarily.”
The fridge made a clicking noise. It had been doing that for months. Mum said it was the thermostat. Sam said it was about to die. Neither of them had asked anyone who might actually know, because asking might lead to an answer that cost money.
“How much?” I said.
“It doesn't matter.”
“It matters to the person whose camera you stole.”
He flinched at the word.
“I was going to put it back.”
“You don't get to borrow things secretly.”
“I know that.”
“Do you?”
He pushed his mug away.
“Three hundred and eighty.”
I stared at him.
The camera had been donated to the centre by a local production company after they'd upgraded. It was worth more than that. I knew because I'd spent a lunch break looking up the model and imagining owning one that didn't come with a sign-out sheet.
“What for?”
Sam looked at the back door.
“Don't do that,” I said.
“What?”
“Look for somewhere else to be.”
He laughed once without humour.
“You sound like Mum.”
“Good. One of us should.”
He sat quietly for so long that I began to hear the rest of the house: a pipe ticking, a car passing, the upstairs window moving in its frame.
“I lost some money,” he said.
“Lost it where?”
“Online.”
I knew then. There had been little things over the last few months. Sam with his phone tilted away at dinner. Sam borrowing twenty pounds and returning fifteen, saying he'd forgotten the rest. An argument with Mum about an overdraft letter he insisted wasn't important.
“How long?” I asked.
“Not that long.”
“Sam.”
“Since February. On and off.”
“Does Mum know?”
“No.”
“Does anyone?”
“The person I owed money to.”
“Who?”
“Dex.”
I knew Dex only as a name attached to plans that usually went wrong. He had worked with Sam at the supermarket before Sam got the kitchen job. He was a real person, not a criminal in a leather jacket, which somehow made the whole thing more stupid and frightening.
“Did he threaten you?”
“No.” Sam said it sharply. “It's not like that.”
“Then why—”
“Because I said I'd pay him back. Because I'd already said it twice. Because I thought I could sort it without everyone looking at me like you're looking at me now.”
I looked down at my hands. My thumbnail had a ridge in it from where I'd trapped it in the tripod latch. I pressed the ridge against the table edge until it hurt.
“You took it out during the break,” I said.
“Yes.”
“Where did you go?”
“To meet him.”
“Where?”
“The petrol station by the bypass.”
“How?”
“He picked me up outside the centre.”
“And after?”
“We drove out there. I gave him the camera. He said he'd hold it until I paid him. Then he dropped me near the high street.”
“What time?”
“I don't know exactly.”
“Try.”
“After nine. Quarter past, maybe. I didn't look at the clock and think, better remember this for the police.”
The word hung there.
Sam stared at me.
“What did you tell them?”
I took a breath.
“That you were with me. In the balcony. During the break.”
His mouth opened, then closed.
“Why would you do that?”
I laughed. It was an ugly sound, and I couldn't seem to stop it quickly enough.
“Sorry. Was that the wrong kind of covering for you?”
“I meant tell Val I was moving equipment. Not—Bea, Jesus.”
“You wouldn't answer your phone.”
“That doesn't mean—”
“I found the label. Rowan's missing. A detective was asking where you were. What was I supposed to think?”
“Not that I did something to him.”
“I didn't think that.”
He looked at me.
I hadn't thought it clearly, in a sentence. I had thought around it. I had felt the shape of something terrible and put the first available words between us and it.
“I didn't,” I said again, less convincingly.
Sam stood up and went to the sink. He turned on the tap, then turned it off without putting anything beneath it.
“You have to tell them,” he said.
“So do you.”
“I will. I just need to get it back first.”
“Why?”
“Because then it's—”
He stopped.
“Then it's still stealing,” I said.
“I know.”
“Does Dex have it?”
Sam's shoulders shifted.
“Not now.”
Of course he didn't.
“He sold it this morning. Said he needed the money. I went to the shop, but they wouldn't give it to me without him. Or a receipt. Or the money. I don't know. The bloke just kept saying it wasn't my property.”
“It isn't.”
Sam nodded, still facing the sink.
I hated myself a little for saying it. Then I hated him for making it true.
My phone rang. Mum's name filled the screen.
We both looked at it.
“Answer,” Sam said.
I did.
“Have you eaten?” Mum asked.
The question was so ordinary that for a second I couldn't understand it.
“Toast.”
“That was breakfast. Finn's mum said you were at Denise's.”
“I was.”
“How is she?”
“I don't know.”
“No. Of course you don't.” Mum's voice softened. “Are you home?”
“Yes.”
“Sam there?”
I looked at him.
“Yes.”
“Tell him Val's still looking for him. And Bea? You don't have to go to work tonight. Ring them. Explain.”
“I need the shift.”
“Just ring them.”
Behind her I could hear the pharmacy phone and someone asking where the plasters were. She said she'd be home at four and hung up.
Sam sat down again.
“We tell her when she gets back,” I said.
He nodded.
“And the police.”
“Yes.”
He said it, but neither of us moved to pick up a phone.
After a minute, I went upstairs.
The edited film had finished exporting. Judith had sent another message, this one simply asking whether I was all right. I didn't answer. I opened the folder containing the silent viewing copy and copied it to a spare drive, making sure I didn't move or rename the original file.
The inspector had said keep everything as it was.
I played the eleven minutes at normal speed.
There was less to see than I'd remembered. An empty stage, cables, the keyboard player crouching at his amplifier. Two volunteers passed through the service passage. Then Sam with the grey case. Then the end of a broom, carried by someone beyond the edge of the frame.
At 21:12, a door at the back of the passage moved.
I leaned forward.
It opened only a little. The camera angle showed the inner edge and a sliver of the space behind it, no more than a vertical strip of darkness. Someone crossed that strip, but the viewing copy was too small and too compressed to show a face. I paused, went back, played it again.
A sleeve. A hand, perhaps. Nothing I could honestly identify.
I resisted the temptation to make it larger and pretend that larger meant clearer.
At 21:16, I appeared below the balcony, carrying the cable Imani had mentioned. I looked up towards the camera. My face was tiny, but I could see the irritation in the angle of my shoulders.
Sam was nowhere near me.
I took the inspector's card out of my pocket and laid it beside the laptop.
Then I called the number.
Adebayo was busy. A different officer took my name and said someone would arrange to collect the drive. I explained the camera angle, the missing sound, the fact that I had a silent copy of the whole evening as well as the edited highlights.
“Have you noticed anything relevant?” he asked.
I looked at the paused frame of myself standing alone.
“There's someone at the back door,” I said. “During the break. I can't tell who.”
“Keep a note of the time. Don't alter the file.”
“I haven't.”
There was a space in the conversation where I could have said the rest.
Instead I asked whether they'd found Rowan.
“Not yet,” he said.
After we hung up, I wrote the time on a piece of paper: 21:12.
Underneath it I wrote: Sam not with me.
I stared at that second line for a long time. It was only four words. I had written longer things without difficulty: essays, emails, a speech for Mum's fortieth that had made her cry in the nice way.
Downstairs, Sam opened a kitchen cupboard and closed it again.
I turned the paper over.
The Girl Behind the Camera
Imani sent the photograph at two seventeen.
I was standing in the kitchen, trying to decide whether a bowl of cereal counted as lunch if you ate it resentfully. Sam had gone out again, this time to speak to Dex. He had promised to return before Mum. I no longer found his promises particularly informative.
In the photograph, I stood in the service passage with an extension cable looped over one arm. I was looking away from the camera, towards a doorway out of the frame. My hair had escaped its clip. There was a dark mark under one eye that I hoped was a shadow and suspected was mascara.
It was a good picture. That annoyed me. I would have preferred to look incompetent at a time when I had been incompetent.
Thanks, I wrote. When was it taken?
A minute later: 9.16, according to the camera. It was set right. I checked against my phone before the event.
I put the cereal down.
I had told Adebayo Sam stayed in the balcony until the band started at nine seventeen. I could perhaps have explained one photograph of myself downstairs. People went downstairs. They fetched cables. But Imani remembered me looking for him, and the camera remembered me alone, and at some point the effort of keeping those things apart would become impossible.
Did you give this one to the police?
Yes. All the originals.
Then another message.
Is that a problem?
I typed No so quickly that it looked like a problem.
There was a longer pause.
I'm printing some contact sheets at college. Delaney's there for the exhibition. You can come if you want to look through them. Looking alone is getting a bit strange.
I checked the time. Mum would be home at four. The college was a fifteen-minute walk. I could go, look, come back, and have the conversation I'd been postponing.
I wrote that I would come.
Then I washed my bowl because doing one small useful thing felt preferable to admitting how many larger things I was avoiding.
The art building smelled of paint, warm paper and something sweet somebody had spilled months ago and never fully cleaned. On weekdays it was the only part of the college where people didn't seem to mind if you were making a mess, provided you could offer a reason for it afterwards. On Saturdays, with half the lights off, it felt like a place we had borrowed from another life.
Ms Delaney was standing on a chair, pinning up a painting of a dog that looked disappointed in its owner.
“Bea,” she said. “Could you tell me if that's straight?”
“It depends whether you're looking at the dog or the paper.”
“The paper.”
“Left side up a bit.”
She adjusted it.
“The dog remains beyond help,” I said.
“The dog's an accurate portrait of my feelings about this exhibition.”
Then she climbed down and looked at me properly.
“Imani's in the print room. I've told her she can stay until three thirty. Have you heard anything new?”
I shook my head.
“Keep your phones on. And don't feel you have to turn this into work.”
I said okay, although I wasn't sure what else to turn it into.
Imani had spread paper across the long cutting table. Each sheet held a grid of small photographs, with file numbers printed underneath. There were wine glasses, the donation thermometer, a child attempting to eat a bread roll larger than her fist. Judith appeared in three consecutive frames, each expression less suitable for publicity than the last.
“I could ruin a lot of Christmas newsletters with these,” Imani said.
“Use your power carefully.”
She handed me a sheet and moved her water bottle away from the prints.
“I haven't found anything dramatic. Mostly people holding cups.”
“That's what fundraising is.”
“People holding cups?”
“And feeling better about themselves.”
She looked at me over the table. “Were you always this cheerful?”
“It's an ongoing project.”
Her mouth moved at one corner. I looked down before she could see how much I wanted her to do it again.
The pictures were in order. I followed the evening through them: volunteers arriving, Val pointing at something overhead, Finn carrying a stack of chairs. Rowan stood behind the donation desk with a roll of raffle tickets in his hand. He was not smiling, but he didn't look unhappy either. He looked like a person doing a job and wondering when he could stop.
I touched the edge of that photograph.
“Can you make this one bigger?”
Imani slid it towards herself. “What are you looking at?”
“I don't know yet.”
“That's not a particularly reassuring answer.”
She opened the file on the computer anyway. On the larger image, I could see that Rowan had drawn a tiny face on the cardboard ticket box. Two dots, a flat mouth. His own expression, simplified.
Behind him, Finn was speaking to a woman in a cream jacket. He had one hand on the back of Rowan's chair. Both boys wore gold wristbands. I'd forgotten those. Judith had ordered them for people who needed access to the office corridor and the donor room. The rest of us had black paper bands, except the kitchen staff, whose orange ones were supposed to help the caterers identify them quickly. Nobody had been particularly consistent about checking.
“What?” Imani asked.
“The wristbands. Did you get one?”
“Gold. Because apparently a camera turns you into a trusted member of society.”
“I got black.”
“You were upstairs.”
“So I wasn't trusted downstairs?”
“Perhaps they knew you.”
I looked up. She was watching the screen, but she was smiling.
I remembered then that we had nearly had this sort of conversation before. In February, she'd asked about a short film I'd made of the bus station at closing time. I'd assumed she wanted help with an assignment and spent ten minutes explaining frame rates. She had listened very politely. Later, Esme from our class had said, with the exhausted patience of someone watching a slow animal negotiate a gate, that Imani had probably just been trying to talk to me.
I hadn't known what to do with that information, so I had done nothing.
“Do you always print them?” I asked.
“Not always. It helps me see what I've actually taken.”
“Can't you do that on a screen?”
“On a screen I keep making things bigger. Then I convince myself a small part matters more than the whole picture.”
She said it without looking at me. I couldn't tell whether it was about photographs or my hand hovering over Rowan's face.
I took my hand away.
At the next table lay a half-finished exhibition print: the empty interior of a late bus, lights reflected in its windows. A single glove sat on one seat. The picture was blue and yellow and unexpectedly lonely.
“Is that yours?”
“Mm.”
“It's good.”
“You don't have to sound surprised.”
“I don't.”
“A little.”
“My face does that.”
She came over to straighten the print, which had been straight already.
“My dad drives the late route twice a week,” she said. “I went round with him after his shift. He said if I made the bus look depressing, he wasn't showing it to anyone.”
“What did he think?”
“He said the seats looked cleaner than usual.”
“That is high praise from a professional.”
“It is.”
We stood beside each other looking at the empty seats. It was easier than looking at each other.
“What are you doing next year?” I asked.
“Hopefully a foundation course. Maybe Manchester. Maybe somewhere I can afford to live.”
“Those can be different places.”
“Yes.”
I liked that she didn't rush to assure me things would work out. People who said that usually meant they hadn't yet encountered a form with a box marked household income.
“Are you still applying for screen arts?” she asked.
“Thinking about it.”
“That sounds like applying very slowly.”
“I have a method.”
“Does it involve deadlines arriving and you looking offended?”
I laughed. It surprised both of us a little.
For a few seconds, I had forgotten why we were there. Then the printer made its starting noise, and another sheet of Friday night slid into the tray.
Imani picked it up.
“These are later. Mostly dancing.”
On the first row, Finn stood near the exit with his jumper sleeves pushed back. On the second, Judith spoke to Councillor Tarrant. On the third, Rowan appeared at the very edge of a picture, walking away from the donation desk with the blue folder tucked under his arm.
“What time?” I asked.
“Eight forty-six.”
“That might matter.”
“Then the police have it.”
“I know. I just meant—”
“I know what you meant.”
She laid the sheet flat.
I looked at her. “You think I'm turning it into a film.”
“I don't know what you're doing.”
The answer wasn't unkind. It was worse than that: reasonable.
“I used to know him,” I said.
“I know.”
“You don't know what happened.”
“Between you?”
I nodded.
Imani folded her arms, then unfolded them. “I was at the screening.”
Of course she had been. Almost everyone had been. It was a small enough college that your mistakes could fill a room without requiring much publicity.
“He asked me to take out the bit about his dad,” I said. “I thought he meant the part where he got upset.”
“Did you ask?”
“No.”
“Why not?”
Because I thought he'd say yes, take it all out, and the film would be weaker. Because I was seventeen and already capable of recognising the right question and choosing not to ask it. Because I'd wanted a stranger on a judging panel to think I understood people.
“I wanted it to be good,” I said.
Imani nodded slowly. “It was good.”
That was not what I'd expected.
“It was also his dad.”
I looked at the contact sheet again.
Rowan's father had died when Rowan was nine. In the film, Rowan had said that sometimes he couldn't remember his voice, and sometimes he could, but only when he wasn't trying. He'd been embarrassed afterwards. He hadn't wanted his mother to hear him say it on a screen in front of people who knew her.
I had put a gentle piece of music underneath it. That was the detail I hated most now. I had made a choice about how other people ought to feel while Rowan said something he had trusted me to hear.
“I took it down,” I said.
“I know.”
“He didn't really forgive me.”
“He didn't have to.”
“No.”
The print room became very quiet. From outside came Delaney's voice telling someone not to lean a painting against the fire extinguisher.
Imani sat on the edge of the table.
“You can feel bad about that without deciding you have to solve this.”
“I wasn't—”
I stopped. I wasn't sure what I'd been going to deny.
She gave me the original photograph she'd printed, the one of me holding the cable.
“That's yours. The police have the file. This isn't evidence you're stealing.”
I took it carefully by the edges.
“Thank you.”
“And Bea?”
I looked up.
“If something in these pictures worries you, tell them. Not me first. Not Finn. Them.”
My face must have changed, because she added, “I mean any of us. People keep asking me whether I've found something. I don't want to become the person who decides what counts.”
“I know,” I said.
But I already had.
Search Party
Mum arrived home before I did.
I could tell from the silence in the kitchen that Sam had told her something. Not everything, because her first question was whether I'd had a proper lunch, but enough that he was sitting with both feet flat on the floor and his hands between his knees.
“Your brother has something to say,” she told me.
Sam looked up.
“I told her about the money.”
“And the camera?” I asked.
Mum's expression changed.
Sam shut his eyes.
It took another twenty minutes. The story came out in pieces, each one requiring Mum to ask a question she plainly couldn't believe needed asking. How much? Whose camera? What shop? Why hadn't he come to her?
At that last question, Sam looked towards the cupboard where we kept the bills under a fruit bowl that rarely contained fruit.
Mum saw him look.
“Don't,” she said.
“I didn't mean—”
“Do not make this something you did to help me.”
He looked down.
I stood by the counter with Imani's photograph inside my notebook, pressed between two pages of editing notes. I had meant to tell Mum about the police statement as soon as I got home. Now every sentence Sam said made another sentence seem impossible.
“You will go and tell Judith,” Mum said. “You will tell the police, because that camera may have something on it they need. And you are not meeting this Dex person alone to try to fix it with another arrangement.”
“It was the backup camera,” I said. “It wasn't recording last night.”
Mum turned to me.
“That is not the important part, Bea.”
“I know. I just meant it isn't missing evidence.”
“It's missing property.”
“I know.”
She rubbed the side of her face. Her sleeve smelled faintly of the pharmacy: paper, hand cream, the sharp cleanliness of the counter spray.
For a moment she looked so tired that I wanted to take everything back, including things that weren't mine to take back.
“I can pay it,” I said.
“No.”
“I've got some saved.”
“For your course.”
“It isn't enough for the course anyway.”
“That doesn't make it available for this.”
Sam looked at me then. He was embarrassed, and I wished he hadn't been, because it made it harder to stay angry.
My phone buzzed. Finn had sent a message to the volunteer group. The police were coordinating a search of the public paths around the centre and coach stop. Adults only on the riverbank; younger volunteers could work in pairs putting up posters and checking with shopkeepers. Nobody was to enter closed buildings, approach the water or go off alone.
I showed Mum.
“I'll come,” she said.
Sam started to get up.
“Not you. You need to make some phone calls.”
“I can help.”
“You can begin here.”
She went upstairs to change her shoes.
Sam and I sat without speaking. Then he said, “Have you told her?”
“No.”
“Bea.”
“I know.”
“This is getting worse.”
“I know that too.”
He looked towards the stairs. “I didn't ask you to lie to them.”
“No,” I said. “You just asked me to cover for you and left me to choose the words.”
He didn't answer.
At the Lantern Rooms, someone had found a box of high-visibility vests. Most were too large. Mine reached nearly to my knees, and the hook-and-loop strip at the front stuck to my jumper whenever I tried to straighten it.
A uniformed officer explained the routes. He was calm and specific. We were not detectives. We were not to search people's property. Anything that might belong to Rowan was to be left where it was and reported. A bag on a bus did not mean the search here was pointless; they were checking several possibilities at once.
I was grateful to him for that last part. People had begun talking about the coach as if it had taken Rowan neatly out of our responsibility.
Mum was paired with a woman from the church she recognised but couldn't name. I ended up with Finn and a man who ran the hardware shop. We were to walk through the shopping streets, ask whether anyone had seen Rowan after the fundraiser, and record contact details for the police rather than conducting interviews ourselves.
It was painfully ordinary work. Some shops were already closing. Some people had seen the posts online and wanted to tell us what they thought had happened. A woman in a nail salon said teenagers needed space, then looked at the photograph and apologised without explaining which part she was apologising for.
At the takeaway, the owner took three posters and put one in the window at once. He didn't offer a theory. I liked him for that.
Finn spoke to everyone easily. He said please, remembered names, thanked people even when they had nothing useful. At school, this quality had sometimes irritated me. He could make a request sound like an opportunity to be a better version of yourself. Now I was glad of it. I could barely manage to hold out a poster.
Outside the off-licence, a man said he thought he'd seen Rowan with another boy around nine thirty.
“Do you remember what the other boy looked like?” Finn began.
The hardware-shop man interrupted gently. “Best give that to the officer, mate. There's a number here.”
The man frowned at the photograph again.
“Might've been Thursday.”
“That’s all right,” I said, although I had no idea whether it was.
We gave him the number.
By six, I had acquired a headache and a new understanding of how many people remembered very little about the previous evening. I couldn't blame them. Until this morning, Friday had been just Friday.
We returned to the centre to report the places we'd covered. Mum was still out. Finn went to find water, and I sat on the low wall beside the old pool entrance.
Val Dacre came out of the service yard carrying a ring of keys. He walked with a limp that worsened when he was tired. Last year he'd hurt his knee moving staging equipment. Judith said he needed to stop doing everything himself. Val said she needed to employ someone else. Both of them were right, and nothing changed.
“Any news?” he asked.
I shook my head.
He stood beside the wall, looking at the poster in the entrance window.
“Good lad,” he said.
I waited.
“Bossy little sod, mind.”
I laughed, then felt disloyal. Val didn't seem to notice.
“He used to come in with lists. Things we ought to do. Better signs, better bins, all that. Most of it was sensible. That's the annoying part.”
Rowan had believed a bad system could be improved by telling the person in charge exactly why it was bad. He had not always chosen a tactful time to do this.
“Have you told the police when you last saw him?” I asked.
“Course I have.”
“Sorry. I didn't mean—”
“I know.”
He shifted his weight off his bad knee.
“I thought I saw him by the maintenance passage. During the break. Can't be certain. There were people everywhere.”
My headache sharpened.
“Alone?”
Val frowned. “Someone in a work jacket was near him. A reflective strip. Like your brother wears.”
“Sam?”
“I said like. Didn't see a face.”
“But you told them that?”
“I told them what I saw.”
The distinction was clear enough. I didn't like it anyway.
“Sam was helping with equipment,” I said.
Val looked at me.
“Was he?”
I could not tell whether he knew about the camera. Perhaps Mum had already rung Judith. Perhaps Sam had done what he'd said he would. Perhaps everyone knew more than I did, which was becoming an increasingly reasonable explanation for most of the day.
“He was supposed to be,” I said.
Val nodded. “Well. They’ll sort it out.”
He went down the steps slowly, one hand on the rail.
Finn came back with two bottles of water. He gave me one and sat at the other end of the wall.
“What did Val want?”
“Nothing.”
He waited. Finn was sometimes better at waiting than asking.
“He thinks he saw Rowan near the maintenance passage,” I said. “With someone in a jacket like Sam's.”
Finn unscrewed his bottle.
“There were loads of us moving things. I wore a work jacket for a bit. Val kept making everyone put something on because of the dust in the store.”
“You did?”
“Yeah. One from the hook by the office. It was enormous.”
I tried to remember. I had seen Finn carrying chairs. I had seen him with a roll of tape. His clothes hadn't seemed important enough to store accurately.
“Was it Sam's?”
“No idea. They all look the same.”
He took a drink and looked towards the car park.
“You can't turn every detail into something bad.”
“I wasn't.”
“Bee.”
I held the bottle between my knees. It was cold enough to make my fingers ache.
“Do you think he'd go without telling anyone?” I asked.
“Rowan?”
I nodded.
Finn thought about it for a while.
“I think people do things we don't expect.”
It sounded sensible. Almost everything Finn said did.
Across the car park, a little boy in an oversized vest was walking beside his father. He was carrying one poster with both hands, concentrating on keeping it flat. His father bent to say something, and the boy nodded seriously.
I wanted Rowan to be somewhere safe, looking at his phone, annoyed that we'd made such a fuss. I wanted to be angry with him for frightening Denise. I wanted the luxury of an explanation that let all of us go back to our own problems.
My phone rang.
Sam.
I got off the wall and moved a few steps away before answering.
“I told Judith,” he said.
“Okay.”
“She said she has to report it.”
“She does.”
“I know.” He breathed out. “I gave her the shop name. And Dex's number. I told her I'd talk to the police.”
“Good.”
“It's not good, Bea.”
“No. But it’s the right thing.”
He was quiet for a moment.
“You should try it,” he said.
Then he hung up.
When I turned, Finn was watching me from the wall. He looked away as soon as I noticed.
Mum came across the car park, tired and windswept, her vest folded over one arm. She asked whether I was ready to go home.
I said yes.
On the walk, she told me about the people she'd met. A shopkeeper who had driven his own son to Northbridge years ago after an argument. A woman who kept checking a photograph of her grandson while she spoke. Everybody seemed to have a story that made them either more hopeful or more afraid.
At the crossing, Mum took my hand.
She hadn't done that in public for years. I almost pulled away out of habit, then didn't.
“Whatever else happens,” she said, “you don't have to manage your brother for me.”
The green man appeared. We crossed.
On the other side, I let go to press the inspector's card flat through my pocket.
I still didn't tell her.
Unfinished Work
We ate dinner with all three phones on the table.
Mum had made pasta with a sauce from a jar and the last of the frozen peas. Sam grated cheese into a bowl with an intensity that suggested it was a task requiring his entire personality. I set out plates, moved one because it had a chip, then moved it back because the chip was on the edge and we had been eating from it for eight years.
Nobody asked how anyone's day had been.
Halfway through dinner, Sam said he had spoken to a police officer. He was going in the next morning to explain about the camera.
“Good,” Mum said.
“I don't know what happens after.”
“We'll find out.”
“They might charge me.”
“We'll find out,” she repeated.
I watched a pea travel around the edge of my plate under the pressure of my fork.
“Mum,” I began.
Both of them looked at me.
My phone rang.
It was the officer arranging to collect the drive. He could send someone to the house, he said, or I could bring it to the centre, where they were still gathering information. I chose the centre before I had properly considered why. Perhaps because movement felt like progress. Perhaps because I could already tell myself that I would speak to somebody while I was there.
Mum offered to come.
“It's five minutes on my bike.”
“I know how far it is.”
“I'm just dropping off a drive.”
She looked at me for a moment, then nodded. “Straight back.”
I put the drive in a padded envelope and wrote my name, phone number and the names of the two files on the front. I included a note explaining that one was an edited highlights film and the other was a silent viewing copy of the full camera shot. I wrote down the location of the original card as accurately as I could: equipment crate, collected by Finn Sayer for return after the event.
On a second piece of paper, I began to write that I needed to correct something I'd said earlier.
I got as far as I said my brother.
Then I heard Sam moving downstairs and folded the paper into my notebook instead.
The centre looked different at night without an event inside it. The windows reflected the car park. A single strip light burned over the entrance, attracting moths that kept striking the plastic cover with little dry sounds.
A young constable took the drive and asked me to confirm my contact details. He read the note, nodded and put the envelope into a larger bag.
“Someone may come back with questions about the recording.”
“Okay.”
“Have you remembered anything else?”
I felt, absurdly, that he had read the unfinished sentence in my notebook.
“I'm not sure.”
“Write down what you do remember. You can call the number you've been given.”
I had become very good at being given numbers.
Behind him, the centre was settling into an uneasy sort of night. Clare Sayer stood in the hall speaking quietly to Judith. Two volunteers were taking down the remaining auction signs. On a table by the office, someone had made piles of leftover programmes, donation forms, name badges and pens.
My camera bag sat underneath it.
I'd forgotten it in the rush after the event. Finn had texted that morning to say he had put it aside, but I hadn't gone looking for it because the missing originals were in the separate crate. Now I pulled it out and checked the compartments. Lens cloth, battery charger, two empty card wallets, the little screwdriver I used for the tripod plate.
In the front pocket was the running order Rowan had handed me on Friday afternoon.
He had brought it upstairs himself, climbing the balcony steps two at a time, and held it out without quite looking at me.
“Judith changed the speeches,” he'd said.
“Again?”
“Apparently the councillor has more to say.”
“That's never good.”
He had almost smiled. I remembered that now: the beginning of a smile that neither of us had trusted enough to finish.
I unfolded the paper.
The printed schedule was covered in changes. A band name crossed out, a microphone number circled, a warning in Rowan's neat handwriting that the projector needed five minutes to cool before anyone unplugged it. At the bottom, beneath the final thank-you speech, he had written a name and a time.
J. Lane — Monday 9.00. Restricted account. Ask before H.
There was a line underneath, half hidden by a crease.
Not the same pot.
I looked towards the office.
Judith had her back to the hall. Clare was speaking, one hand resting lightly on Judith's arm. The words weren't clear, but the tone was: this is what must happen next.
I could have put the sheet back in my bag. I could have handed it to the constable and said I didn't know whether it mattered. Instead I waited until Clare left and took it to Judith.
“Was Rowan meeting you on Monday?”
She looked at the paper before she looked at me.
“Yes. We had several things to discuss after the fundraiser.”
“What’s a restricted account?”
“A finance term.”
“I guessed that part.”
Judith's face tightened. “Some donations are given for a particular purpose. You can't simply spend them on anything you choose.”
“Did Rowan think you had?”
“That is not what I said.”
She held out her hand. I gave her the sheet because it seemed rude not to, then immediately regretted it.
Judith read the note twice.
“Rowan was helping organise the donor records,” she said. “He was thorough. Sometimes a little too thorough about things he didn't entirely understand.”
It was a familiar description. Adults used it when a young person asked a question that required more than a reassuring answer.
“What does H mean?” I asked.
“I don't know.”
“The Harcourt bursary?”
Her eyes moved to mine.
“Why would you think that?”
“Clare mentioned Finn was applying. Denise thought Rowan had said something about it.”
“The centre hosts the presentation. We aren't responsible for the selection. That's administered separately.”
“I wasn't saying you were.”
Judith folded the paper along its old crease, then unfolded it again.
“Bea, I know you're worried. We all are. But looking through somebody's notes and inventing difficulties isn't helpful.”
“I didn't invent the note.”
“No.” She closed her eyes briefly. “No, you didn't. I'm sorry.”
I held out my hand for the running order.
For a second she didn't move. Then she gave it back.
“Please let the police decide what they need.”
“I will.”
This time, I did. I went back to the constable, explained where the sheet had come from, and asked him to add it to the material I'd brought. He took it, thanked me and didn't look particularly astonished. Perhaps every missing person left a trail of unfinished ordinary work. Perhaps a note about an account was just a note about an account.
As I turned to leave, Councillor Tarrant came through the entrance carrying a paper bag from the bakery.
“Any progress?” he asked the constable.
“Nothing I can share, sir.”
“Of course. Of course.”
Tarrant saw me and gave the smile he used in photographs. It was a good smile, practised without appearing entirely false.
“Bea, isn't it? Our filmmaker.”
“Just Bea.”
“Yes.” He looked faintly puzzled by the distinction. “Dreadful business. Your generation has enough on its shoulders.”
He said it as if my generation were a single overburdened person he had met at a conference.
“Judith in the office?”
I pointed.
He thanked me and went in. Before the door closed, I heard him say that they should think carefully about the effect on future bookings.
I stood in the hall for a moment, angry without knowing where to put it.
On the wall opposite the office hung a large photograph of the lido in its first summer. People crowded around the pool in clothes that looked impractical for water. In the corner, a boy had been caught mid-jump, knees tucked up, face turned away. Somebody had written the opening date beneath the frame in fading ink.
I had learned to swim there, in the last few years before it closed. Sam had stood at the shallow end and promised not to move away. Then he had moved away, slowly, so I'd have to swim farther to reach him. I'd been furious when I realised. Mum said afterwards that he had done it because he knew I could manage.
At the time, I had believed that made it all right.
Outside, I unlocked my bike and checked my phone.
No news about Rowan. Three new theories in the group chat. A photograph of the coach depot somebody had found online, although it showed nothing except buses. One person had written that Rowan had always wanted attention. Six others were telling them to shut up.
I typed a reply, deleted it and put the phone away.
At home, Mum was sitting on the sofa with the television muted. Sam had gone upstairs. A half-folded pile of laundry occupied the cushion beside her.
“Everything handed over?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Come here a minute.”
I sat beside the laundry.
She picked up one of Sam's T-shirts, shook it out and folded it with the sleeves tucked in exactly as she always did.
“I know you're angry with him,” she said.
“I am.”
“So am I.”
She put the T-shirt on the pile.
“But you don't have to choose between being angry and loving somebody.”
I looked at the silent television. A presenter stood in a field gesturing at a row of sheep. The subtitles were several seconds behind his mouth.
“What if you helped them do something stupid?” I asked.
Mum turned towards me.
“What do you mean?”
I opened my mouth.
Her phone rang on the arm of the sofa. Denise.
Mum picked it up immediately, and I stood before she could tell me to stay.
“Bea—”
“It's okay. Talk to her.”
I went upstairs with my camera bag against my hip.
This time there had been no interruption I couldn't have waited through. I had chosen it. I knew the difference, even then.
The Maintenance Gate
On Sunday morning, the photograph of Rowan had reached people who had never met him.
It appeared between adverts, holiday pictures and videos of dogs that could apparently count. People shared it with hearts and exclamation marks. Some wrote that they were praying. Some wrote that they had a bad feeling, as if their private dread were information the rest of us needed.
Denise posted a request not to speculate about where he had gone or why. Within ten minutes, someone had replied with a theory.
I put the phone face down.
Mum was taking Sam to speak to the police. She had arranged cover for the first part of her shift, which meant she would work late two evenings the following week. Sam protested that he could go alone. She said she knew he could and put on her shoes.
Before they left, he came to my bedroom.
“I'm telling them where I actually was.”
“I know.”
“That means—”
“I know what it means.”
He stood in the doorway with his car keys looped around one finger, although Mum was driving.
“You can ring them first.”
I looked at the inspector's card on my desk.
“I know.”
He nodded once, as if there were no further useful versions of the conversation, and went downstairs.
I sat for a long time after the front door closed. Then I wrote everything I could remember about the break on a clean page: Sam upstairs before nine; the grey case in the camera frame at nine seven; me downstairs looking for a cable; the band starting at nine seventeen. I wrote that my first account had been wrong. I did not use the word confused.
I called the number on the card and left a message asking to speak to Adebayo about correcting my statement. A different officer called back to say the inspector would be in touch. I could speak to someone sooner if it was urgent or I had information about Rowan's immediate whereabouts.
“I don't know where he is,” I said.
“Then keep your phone with you. And send through a note of what you need to correct.”
I sent a brief message saying that my brother had not been with me throughout the break and that I wanted to explain in person. It was not the full confession I owed. It was enough to make it impossible to pretend I hadn't begun.
Afterwards I felt neither better nor worse. I felt as if I had stepped off a kerb and was waiting to discover whether there was a road beneath it.
Imani rang just before ten.
“Are you busy?”
“Not usefully.”
“I'm taking some prints to the centre. The officer who called said they might help people point out where they were standing. Do you want to walk down?”
I said yes before I could invent a reason not to.
We met by the bus stop outside the library. Imani had a flat cardboard folder under her arm and a packet of mints in her hand. She offered me one. I took it because refusing seemed more intimate than accepting.
“Any news?” she asked.
I shook my head.
“The bag thing's everywhere now.”
“Denise said it's definitely his.”
“Does that mean he was on the coach?”
“No.”
“People keep saying it does.”
“People keep saying a lot.”
She looked at me sideways. “You seem particularly cheerful today.”
“I save my best moods for Sundays.”
We walked past the library garden, where somebody had tied a strip of yellow ribbon around a tree. I hoped it wasn't for Rowan, then felt stupid for having an opinion about how other people tried to help.
The centre entrance was open, but a volunteer stopped us before we went inside. Adebayo was speaking to the staff, she said. We could leave the folder with the constable at the front desk. Imani did, and we were asked to wait outside in case someone needed to check a photograph's location with her.
We went around to the public path beside the old teaching pool.
From there, the building's history was harder to turn into publicity. The main pool hall had new lights and a polished sign. The smaller pool beyond it was a fenced rectangle full of leaves, with weeds growing through the expansion joints. Between the two ran the narrow maintenance yard. At its far end, a concrete bridge crossed the runoff channel before the channel disappeared beneath the road.
You could see the top of the bridge from the public path, but not the drop beneath it. A mesh gate kept people out of the yard. Someone had painted a pale green line along its lower rail, presumably to make it more visible in poor light. The paint was fresh enough to be brighter than everything around it.
A council van stood beyond the fence. Two men in waterproof trousers were talking to a uniformed officer. One held a rolled plan. The other was pointing towards the covered section of channel.
“What are they doing?” Imani asked.
“Checking the drainage, I think.”
A laminated notice on the fence said the maintenance route was closed to visitors. Another, older notice had faded so badly that only the word DANGER remained clear.
I remembered Val on Friday afternoon, holding a paintbrush in one hand and telling anyone who passed not to touch the gate. Finn had laughed and said that was practically an invitation. I had filmed a few seconds of Val's brush moving along the rail, thinking I could use it as an opening shot: the unseen work that made community events possible.
Now I looked at the paint and remembered the mark on Finn's cuff.
“What?” Imani asked.
“Nothing. I filmed them doing that.”
“The paint?”
“Yeah. Before the event.”
She studied the gate.
“You really do film everything.”
“Not everything.”
It came out more sharply than I'd intended.
She shifted the empty folder to her other arm. “I wasn't criticising.”
“I know. Sorry.”
A man on the other side of the road slowed his dog to look through the fence. Then he took out his phone and began filming the council workers.
Imani watched him for a moment.
“Do you think he'll put music on that?” she asked quietly.
I looked at her.
“Sorry,” she said. “That was mean.”
“No.”
We stood without speaking until the man moved on.
The geometry of the place began to bother me. From the balcony, my camera had looked across the stage towards the service passage. The door that moved at nine twelve must have opened into this yard. I had been imagining it as another interior room because the strip beyond it was dark. But outside the back of the stage there was only the yard, the gate and the bridge.
I told Imani.
“Have you told the police?”
“They have the file and the time.”
“But did you tell them you weren't sure where the door went?”
“No. I only just realised.”
“Then tell them that.”
I took out my phone and added a short message to the one I'd sent earlier. I described the angle without attaching a theory to it.
One of the council workers came back through the gate. He was old enough to have a daughter my age and young enough that I resented myself for thinking of adults mainly in relation to their children.
“Best not hang about here,” he said. “They'll need the path clear when the other van comes.”
“Are you searching the channel?” I asked.
He looked towards the officer, then back at me.
“We're helping with access. That's all I can tell you.”
“Was it checked yesterday?”
“The safe bits were. Some of the covers need equipment. Please move back towards the entrance.”
We did.
Imani didn't tell me off. She didn't have to. I could hear myself asking questions as if enough answers would transform me into somebody entitled to be there.
At the front of the centre, Val was sitting on the steps with a mug of tea balanced on his good knee. He looked exhausted.
“Morning,” he said.
“Do you need anything?” Imani asked.
“A new left leg. Failing that, another tea.”
“I'll ask inside.”
She went to the door. I sat two steps below him, leaving enough room that it didn't feel like an interview.
“Did you paint the gate on Friday?” I asked.
Val looked down at his hands. There was still green under one fingernail.
“Trying to stop people walking into it. That yard's too dark.”
“Were people going out there during the event?”
“Shouldn't have been.”
“But were they?”
He looked at me. “Bea.”
“Sorry.”
“Tell the police what you know. Let them ask the rest.”
I nodded.
After a moment he said, “I know it's hard, having nothing to do.”
“I have loads to do.”
“Not what you want to do.”
He was right. I had homework, a college application, a shift I'd cancelled, a brother who had stolen a camera and a mother whose face I was trying not to imagine when she heard what I'd said. None of those things was Rowan answering his phone.
Imani came back with another mug. She handed it to Val, who thanked her as if she had repaired something significant.
“They want me to point out where I stood for a couple of pictures,” she told me. “You don't have to wait.”
“I can.”
“I might be a while.”
“I can still.”
She looked at me for a second, then nodded.
I waited on the steps. Cars arrived and left. Judith came outside to take a call, saw me and moved farther away. Clare Sayer brought a bag of sandwiches. Finn appeared briefly in the doorway, lifted a hand when he saw me, then disappeared back inside.
After ten minutes, my phone rang.
Adebayo.
“I've received your message, Bea,” she said. “We need to discuss it properly. Is your mother with you?”
“She's with Sam.”
“I understand. We'll arrange a time with you both. Until then, don't discuss what other witnesses have said with them. Do you understand?”
“Yes.”
“And thank you for clarifying the camera position. The team here is looking at the routes through the building.”
I gripped the phone more tightly.
“Is Sam in trouble?”
There was a brief pause.
“I'm not going to discuss another person's interview with you. What matters now is that you give us an accurate account of your own.”
“Okay.”
“Not the account you wish you had given. The accurate one.”
I looked towards the maintenance yard, hidden beyond the corner of the building.
“Yes,” I said.
After she hung up, I sat with the phone in my lap until Imani came out.
She asked whether I was all right.
This time I didn't say yes.
The Things We Say for Family
Mum was waiting in the kitchen when I got home. Sam wasn't with her.
There were three new light bulbs on the table, still in their box. She must have stopped at the hardware shop on the way back. I found that detail more alarming than if she'd been crying. Whatever else had happened, she had remembered the landing light.
“Sit down,” she said.
I put my bag on the floor.
“Where's Sam?”
“He's still speaking to someone. We arranged for him to get advice before he answers more questions about the camera.”
“Is he—”
“Bea. Sit.”
I sat.
Mum kept her hands flat on the table. There was a faint red line across the base of one thumb where the shopping-bag handle had pressed into it.
“The inspector told me you need to correct your account of Friday.”
“Yes.”
“Tell me.”
I looked at the bulbs.
“Look at me, please.”
I did.
The story sounded worse in our kitchen than it had inside my head. In my head, each decision came with an explanation attached: the label, Sam's silence, the officer's pen waiting, the fear that saying one wrong thing would make a mess I couldn't put right. Spoken aloud, it became a much shorter sequence. She asked. I knew. I lied.
Mum listened without interrupting. Once, when I said I thought I was helping, she shut her eyes. That was all.
When I finished, she took a breath and let it out carefully.
“Did Sam ask you to say that to the police?”
“No.”
“Did anyone?”
“No.”
“Then don't tell me it was something you had to do.”
“I didn't say I had to.”
“You're explaining it as if there wasn't another choice.”
I looked down. “I know there was.”
“Denise doesn't know where her son is.”
“I know.”
“And the people trying to find him have spent time working from something that wasn't true.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
The question hurt because I could not answer it without sounding either stupid or cruel.
“Yes,” I said. “That's why I rang this morning.”
“This morning. After he told you he'd give his own account.”
I felt my face heat.
“I was going to tell you last night.”
“But you didn't.”
“No.”
The kitchen window was open an inch. Somewhere outside, a child was arguing that it wasn't their turn to be in goal. The ordinary, indignant voice made me want to cry.
Mum took one hand off the table and rubbed her forehead.
“I keep thinking about all the times I've said you were the sensible one.”
I looked up.
“I never meant that as a job description,” she said.
“It wasn't just you.”
“I know.”
“Everyone does it. Sam forgets something, so I remember it. Sam needs a number, so I find it. Sam says he'll be somewhere, and then someone rings me.”
“That doesn't mean you have to make his mistakes disappear.”
“I know that now.”
“You knew it before.”
I wanted to argue. I wanted there to be a version in which being frightened had made me temporarily unable to understand right and wrong. But I'd known exactly enough to feel relief when the inspector wrote down what I said. Relief required me to know what I'd avoided.
“Yes,” I said.
Mum nodded, once, as if we had finally reached a surface solid enough to stand on.
“I am angry with you.”
“I can tell.”
“And frightened for you.”
I hadn't expected that part.
“You're seventeen. You think because you can explain something clearly, you can control what happens after you've said it. You can't.”
“I don't think that.”
She looked at me.
I thought of Rowan's face on the screen at the November screening. I had believed the music would make everyone understand him gently. I had believed the film's ending would make the part before it acceptable. I had been wrong in ways that no amount of careful editing afterwards could undo.
“Maybe a bit,” I said.
Mum reached for the box of bulbs, then left it alone.
“We'll go and speak to them properly when they've arranged it. You will tell them everything you actually remember. You will say when you're unsure. And you will stop trying to protect me from finding things out.”
“I wasn't protecting you.”
“You've been doing it since you were twelve.”
I stared at her.
She didn't elaborate. She didn't need to. There had been the year Dad stopped sending money regularly, the year Mum worked Christmas Eve and Boxing Day, the year Sam's school trip had been refunded because he said he didn't want to go. I had learned to say I didn't need things before she asked. It had become a habit, then a source of pride, then something I could mistake for love itself.
“You weren't supposed to notice,” I said.
Mum made a small sound, almost a laugh.
“I'm your mother, Bea. Not a person who happens to live here and enjoy washing towels.”
I cried then, abruptly and with no dignity. She moved her chair beside mine. She didn't say it was all right. She put an arm around me and let it be wrong while I cried.
After a while, she handed me a piece of kitchen roll.
“Don't use your sleeve.”
I laughed into it, which made everything worse for a moment.
She stayed until I could breathe normally. Then she stood and filled the kettle.
“I need to go back to work for a couple of hours,” she said. “Lena's covering me, but she has a child to collect. Sam will ring when he's finished. Will you be here?”
“Yes.”
“No interviews with your friends. No detective work on your phone.”
“I wasn't—”
She raised an eyebrow.
“Okay.”
Before she left, she changed the landing bulb. I held the chair steady while she reached up, though she told me the chair wasn't going anywhere. The new light came on cleanly, showing the mark on the wall where Sam had dragged his bag upstairs and a cobweb neither of us had noticed in the dark.
“That's better,” Mum said.
It was such a small, exact improvement that I nearly started crying again.
I spent the next hour trying to do my English homework. We were supposed to analyse how a speaker established credibility in an interview. I read the question three times, closed the document and went downstairs.
There was a message from Lou, my supervisor at the supermarket, asking whether I wanted her to keep me off the rota for Monday as well. I called her instead of replying.
“You don't need to decide now,” she said. “I can cover it.”
“I'd rather work.”
“Are you sure?”
“I need something to do.”
“That's different from being sure.”
I sat on the bottom stair. The new landing light was still on above me.
“Maybe a shorter shift?” I said.
“We can do that.”
She asked whether we'd heard anything. I said no. Then there was a pause long enough for me to hear the store announcement in the background.
“Bea,” she said, “someone was in earlier saying things about your brother. I told them the shop wasn't the place for it. I wanted you to hear that from me, not walk in and get blindsided.”
“What things?”
“About equipment going missing. I'm not asking you to explain.”
“It isn't anything to do with Rowan.”
“I hope not. But you don't have to prove anything to me over the phone.”
After we hung up, I opened the sixth-form group chat.
There it was, already several screens back: somebody had heard Sam Carter stole a camera from the centre. Somebody else said the police had interviewed him. A third person had joined those facts together with a question mark, which apparently made it different from an accusation.
I began typing.
I wrote that nobody knew what they were talking about. I wrote that Sam had been nowhere near Rowan. Then I stopped with my thumb above the send button.
I didn't know that second thing. I knew what Sam had told me. I knew he had reasons to lie and reasons not to. I knew that my certainty had already done enough damage.
I deleted the message.
Imani sent me a private one almost immediately.
Don't read all of it.
Too late, I wrote.
Then stop now.
I stared at her words. There was no heart after them, no softening joke. I found that oddly comforting. She was not trying to turn advice into a performance of closeness.
I called her.
“Sorry,” I said when she answered. “Is this a bad time?”
“I'm helping my dad work out why the printer says it has no paper while visibly containing paper. So, yes, but not because of you.”
I smiled despite myself.
“I need to tell you something.”
“All right.”
“I told the police Sam was with me during the break. He wasn't.”
There was no sound at the other end for a moment.
Then she said, “Have you told them that?”
“I've sent a correction. I'm speaking to them properly with Mum.”
“Okay.”
“I didn't want you to hear it in the group chat.”
“Thank you.”
I waited for another question. She didn't ask one.
“That's it?” I said.
“What would you like me to say?”
“I don't know.”
“I don't either.”
Her honesty landed harder than comfort would have.
“Are you angry?”
“Yes,” she said. “A bit. I showed you all those pictures, and you asked whether I'd given yours to the police. I thought you were worried about how you looked.”
“I was.”
“You know what I mean.”
“I do.”
In the background, her dad said something about a paper tray. Imani covered the phone briefly, answered him, then came back.
“I have to go.”
“Right.”
“I'm glad you've told them.”
“Me too.”
It wasn't quite true yet, but it was something I could imagine becoming true without hurting anyone.
We hung up.
Sam came home twenty minutes later. He let himself in quietly, saw me on the stairs and stopped.
“Does Mum know?” he asked.
“Yes.”
He sat on the step below mine, leaving his shoes on.
For a while we listened to a car alarm somewhere down the street. Then he said he had given the police Dex's details and the name of the shop. He hadn't been arrested. That didn't mean the theft would disappear. Someone would be in touch.
“Did they ask about Rowan?” I said.
“Yes.”
“What did you—”
I stopped.
Sam looked back at me.
“We probably shouldn't do that,” I said. “Work out each other's answers.”
He nodded slowly.
“Yeah.”
The alarm stopped. The silence afterwards was almost physical.
“I’m sorry,” he said.
I looked at the back of his head. His hair needed cutting. There was a little pale patch near the crown where he'd fallen off a wall when we were children and Mum had held a tea towel against his scalp while I cried more loudly than he did.
“For which part?” I asked.
He considered it.
“Starting with the camera.”
“Okay.”
“And asking you to cover.”
“Okay.”
“And being the sort of person you thought you had to cover for.”
I swallowed.
“That part's partly me.”
“Not all of it.”
“No.”
He leaned back carefully, resting one shoulder against the wall.
We did not hug. We were not suddenly better at being brother and sister. After a few minutes he got up to make something to eat, and I reminded him there was pasta in the fridge. He asked whether I wanted some. I said yes.
It was the first useful thing we had managed together all day.
An Empty Seat
By early afternoon, the coach story had become less solid.
Denise called Mum, who called me between customers. The driver remembered the bag, but not Rowan. The passenger count couldn't settle it. People had moved seats; some had bought tickets in advance, some on boarding. The police were checking what records and cameras existed, but there was no confirmed sighting of Rowan travelling on the coach.
“He might have left the bag by mistake,” Mum said.
“Or someone else put it there.”
“Bea.”
“I know. Don't make up answers.”
“I was going to say don't put that in the group chat.”
“I won't.”
She asked whether Sam was home. I told her he was washing up.
“Well,” she said. “There's a development.”
After the call, I went into the kitchen. Sam was holding a saucepan under the tap, scrubbing a patch that had been burned on since before either of us was old enough to cook.
“They haven't confirmed Rowan was on the coach,” I said.
He stopped scrubbing.
“Right.”
“Just so you know.”
“Thanks.”
There was no obvious place for the information to go after that. We could not search harder by knowing less.
My phone buzzed again. Finn wanted to know whether I was at home. He had found a cable with my initials on the tape and could drop it round. I said I would meet him outside; I didn't want Sam feeling observed by anybody else.
Finn arrived on foot, carrying the cable looped neatly in one hand. He'd changed into a grey T-shirt. Without the navy jumper, he looked younger, though he had been eighteen for two months and had announced this by buying a scratch card that won nothing.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hey.”
He handed me the cable.
“Found it behind the desk. Thought you'd want it before someone adopted it.”
“Thanks.”
We stood beside the low wall at the front of our house. Mum had planted lavender there because a magazine said it thrived on neglect. So far the magazine had been correct.
“I heard about the coach,” Finn said.
“So did I.”
“It's still something, though. The bag getting there.”
“It's something to explain.”
He nodded and looked down the street.
A delivery van was blocking two driveways. The driver had left the hazard lights on, which apparently transformed an inconvenience into an official arrangement. Finn watched him carry a box to the wrong door, consult his phone and carry it back.
“Are you all right with everything at home?” he asked.
“Define everything.”
“I saw the messages.”
“Then you know as much as most people making comments.”
“I wasn't making comments.”
“No. Sorry.”
He rubbed the back of his neck.
“Mum said Sam's spoken to the police.”
“Your mum knows a lot.”
“She knows Judith. Judith reported the camera.”
“I know.”
“I'm not trying to be in your business, Bee.”
He sounded hurt. That was familiar too. Finn was so often helpful that refusing help could feel like accusing him of something.
“I told the police something wrong,” I said.
His eyes came back to mine.
“What?”
“About where Sam was. I've corrected it.”
“Wrong how?”
“I don't want to go through it with you.”
For a moment he looked almost angry. Then his expression settled.
“Okay.”
“I just thought you should know.”
“Okay,” he said again. “Thank you for telling me.”
A boy on a scooter rattled past, one wheel striking every crack in the pavement. We watched him until he turned the corner.
“Have you returned all the equipment?” I asked.
“Most of it. The hire place is closed today, but Dad took the big crate over yesterday morning. They put it in the back.”
“What about the cards?”
“Which cards?”
“The camera cards. In the small black wallet.”
He frowned.
“I thought you kept those.”
“No. I put the wallet in the equipment case after I made my viewing copy. The one with the blue latch. I texted you.”
“Did you?”
“Yes.”
I took out my phone and found the message from shortly after midnight on Friday.
Cards in blue-latch case. Please don't let the hire shop wipe them. Need original sound Monday.
Underneath it was Finn's reply.
Got it. Go to bed, Bee.
He looked at the screen.
“Oh. Right. Sorry. That whole night feels like a week ago.”
“It does.”
“I'll check with Dad.”
“The police need the originals.”
“I know. Of course.”
He took out his own phone and began typing. I could see only the back of the case, scratched at the corners.
“Done,” he said. “I'll ask Judith too. Things got moved around.”
I sent the exchange to the contact number I'd been given, adding that Finn was checking where the case had ended up. It felt uncomfortable to pass on an ordinary conversation with a friend. It felt more uncomfortable to imagine explaining later why I hadn't.
Finn watched me put the phone away.
“Everyone's going to think everything means something now,” he said.
“Some things do.”
“I know. I just mean—remember when Rowan stopped answering for a whole weekend because he'd broken his phone and refused to admit he hadn't backed up his drawings?”
“That was different.”
“We didn't know it was different at the time.”
“We knew he'd gone home.”
Finn looked down at the lavender.
“Right. Yeah.”
I softened despite myself. He was trying to find a memory in which Rowan had vanished and returned. I had been doing the same thing since Saturday morning, though none of mine stood up to inspection either.
“I keep thinking he'll be annoyed with us,” I said.
“He will be.”
“You don't know that.”
“No.”
Finn's voice was very quiet.
The front door opened behind us. Sam came out carrying a bag of rubbish. He stopped when he saw Finn.
“All right?” Finn said.
“Not especially.”
“Yeah. Stupid question.”
Sam put the bag in the bin and shut the lid more carefully than necessary.
“I heard you borrowed a work jacket on Friday,” I said to Finn.
Sam looked at me.
Finn nodded. “For carrying stuff out of the store. I said.”
“Was it yours?” I asked Sam.
“I don't know. Mine was on the hook by the kitchen when I went outside.”
“The one with the torn reflective strip?”
“Probably.”
Finn spread his hands a little. “I really don't know. It was on a hook. Val told me to put something over my jumper.”
“That's all right,” I said.
But the conversation had changed. Three people could no longer talk about a borrowed jacket without each becoming aware of what another person might make of it.
Sam went back inside.
Finn watched the door close.
“He thinks I'm asking questions about him.”
“Everyone is.”
“I'm not everyone.”
“I know.”
He nodded, though he didn't look convinced.
“I should get back. Mum's sorting food for Denise.”
“Okay.”
He took two steps, then turned.
“You know Rowan was upset about more than one thing, don't you?”
I held the cable more tightly.
“What do you mean?”
“Just that it wasn't all about your film. I don't want you thinking you made him want to leave.”
“I didn't say I thought that.”
“I know you.”
For a second I was grateful. Then I was angry at how accurately he had found a fear I hadn't said aloud.
“What else was he upset about?” I asked.
“Money. The centre. People getting things they didn't deserve. You know how he got.”
“Did he talk about the Harcourt bursary?”
Finn's face became still.
“Not to me. Why?”
“There was an H on a note.”
“An H?”
“It might not mean that.”
“Right.” He gave a small, tired laugh. “Let's not convict the alphabet.”
I nearly laughed too. It was a good line, and he knew how to deliver one when I was becoming too serious.
“See you,” he said.
I watched him walk away, the back of his T-shirt darkening slightly in the warmth between his shoulders.
Inside, Sam stood by the sink again. He had stopped washing up.
“What?” I asked.
“Nothing.”
“Sam.”
“He said he didn't talk to Rowan about Harcourt?”
“That's what he said.”
Sam wiped his hands on the tea towel.
“I heard them outside the kitchen on Friday. Before the speeches. Rowan said something about Monday. Finn told him to keep his voice down.”
I felt my attention narrow.
“What exactly did Rowan say?”
“I don't know exactly. I wasn't listening on purpose.”
“Did he say Harcourt?”
“I think so. Or the course. Something like that.”
“That isn't the same thing.”
“I know. I'm telling you because you asked.”
I looked at the cable in my hands, the neat circles Finn had made of it.
“Did you tell the police?”
“Not that bit. They were asking about me.”
“You should write it down. What you actually remember. Then tell them.”
Sam looked at me for a long moment.
“Look at us,” he said. “Learning.”
I didn't smile.
A message arrived from Alice Bell. We had barely exchanged more than birthday greetings in the last year.
Mum says you might have Rowan's little black notebook from the film. Do you?
I did. He'd lent it to me for a close-up shot, pages turning beneath his hand. It was in the bottom drawer of my desk, under a folder of release forms that suddenly seemed like a particularly bad joke.
Yes, I wrote. I'm sorry. I should have given it back.
Can you bring it?
I said I would.
Then I went upstairs and opened the drawer.
The notebook was smaller than I remembered. Its elastic band had stretched. On the cover, Rowan had drawn a pigeon peering over a wall, only the eyes and the top of its head visible.
I held it without opening it.
For once, not looking inside seemed like the only thing I could do correctly.
The Wrong Kind of Quiet
Alice answered the door before I knocked.
“You took ages.”
“It's twelve minutes from my house.”
“I meant giving it back.”
I handed her the notebook.
“You're right. I'm sorry.”
She checked the elastic band, turned it over and looked at the back as if I might have damaged a part she could identify by touch.
“Did you read it?”
“Not today.”
“That isn't no.”
“No,” I said. “It isn't.”
She considered me for a moment, then stood aside.
The kitchen smelled of toast. There were crumbs on the counter, two jars of jam open and a plate with one untouched slice beside Denise's chair. Clare had gone out to collect something. Denise was in the sitting room on the phone with Rowan's aunt. I could hear her saying the same facts again: the bag was his; the coach sighting wasn't confirmed; his phone was still off.
Alice led me to the little table by the window. She moved yesterday's envelope drawing to make room for the notebook.
“I thought it might have an address in it,” she said.
“It’s from last autumn.”
“People can go to places they've known about for a long time.”
“Yes. They can.”
She sat down and opened it.
I looked away automatically. She noticed.
“You've already seen it.”
“That doesn't mean I get to keep seeing it.”
She frowned, not at the idea exactly, but at me for arriving at it so late.
The first pages were drawings. Pigeons, mostly, though Rowan had also drawn a man sleeping on a bus and a dog that resembled Ms Delaney's disappointed one closely enough to suggest dogs spent a great deal of time judging us. There were shopping lists, phone numbers, a page of possible titles for a comic.
Alice turned slowly, stopping at a drawing of their kitchen.
“He made my nose too big,” she said.
“He made everybody's nose too big.”
“Yours was huge.”
“I remember.”
She smiled briefly. Then she turned the page.
I had forgotten how much of a person could fit in a notebook without explaining where they had gone. Rowan had written reminders to buy a new charger. He had started a list headed THINGS PEOPLE IN FILMS DO THAT NOBODY DOES, with answer unknown numbers and wear shoes on beds beneath it. Halfway down he had added forgive an apology immediately because the music has changed.
I looked at that line for too long.
Alice followed my gaze.
“Is that about you?”
“Possibly.”
“He was really angry.”
“I know.”
“No. I mean at home. He didn't just stop talking to you. He walked round being angry for days.”
I folded my hands under the table.
“He said you'd made him look sad.”
“He was sad.”
“He said you made him look only sad.”
I had no answer for that.
The film had been eight minutes long. That was what I'd kept telling myself afterwards: eight minutes could not contain a whole person. You had to choose. You had to make it about something. But I had chosen his loneliness and called the choice understanding him.
At the screening, Rowan had sat three rows ahead of me. I remembered the back of his head, the collar of his jacket, the way he had gone still when the section about his father began. He hadn't walked out. That had allowed me, briefly, to think I had got away with it.
Afterwards the judge had said I had an instinct for emotional truth.
Rowan waited until the room was nearly empty before speaking to me.
“I asked you not to use it.”
“I thought you meant the bit at the end.”
“I meant the bit.”
“But it explains why—”
“Why what?”
I had looked down at the certificate in my hand. There was no prize money, just the certificate and a chance to submit work to a residential workshop. I had held it carefully anyway.
“Why you want to leave,” I said.
Rowan stared at me.
“I want to leave because I want to draw somewhere other than the back of my mum's stall. Because I'd like to get a bus after seven without planning my entire life around it. Because there are things outside this town, Bea. Not because I'm a sad boy waiting for someone to make a film about me.”
I had said sorry then. I had said it several times. The judge was packing up nearby, and I remember being ashamed partly because someone important might hear us. Even now, that small selfish detail remained attached to the rest.
“Take it down,” Rowan said.
“I will.”
“And don't put music under me when I'm talking.”
I had laughed nervously, thinking he was making a joke.
He wasn't.
At the kitchen table, Alice closed the notebook halfway through.
“There's nothing useful.”
“There might be things the police would want to check. Phone numbers.”
“They already asked Mum about his friends.”
“You could show her anyway.”
Alice ran a finger along the elastic band.
“I just wanted something I could find.”
I knew what she meant. I had spent two days trying to turn ordinary objects into doors that opened somewhere helpful.
“Do you want to tell me about the pigeon?” I asked.
She looked at the envelope beside the notebook.
“It's stupid.”
“It has a very impressive foot.”
“That isn't the point.”
“What is the point?”
She hesitated, then pulled the envelope between us.
“Rowan said if he ever did a comic about Alderwick, the pigeons would be in charge. Because they already sit on all the important buildings and look disappointed.”
“They'd be good at meetings.”
“They'd peck the people who talked too long.”
“That would improve several meetings I've been to.”
Alice smiled again, a little more fully this time.
“This one's meant to be taking over the council.”
“It looks qualified.”
“He said he'd help me draw the town. I can't get the roofs right.”
I looked at the uneven row of houses beneath the giant bird. One chimney leaned at an angle that would have required immediate professional attention.
“They look like houses to me.”
“That's because you can't draw either.”
“Accurate.”
She turned the envelope around and picked up her pencil. For a while I watched her work. She erased one roof, redrew it and erased it again. I wanted to tell her the first version had been fine, but I remembered being seventeen in an art room with people offering reassurance instead of looking properly.
“What if you make the pigeon bigger?” I said. “Then you need less roof.”
Alice considered this.
“That's cheating.”
“It's composition.”
She gave me a look so like Rowan's that my throat tightened.
Then she made the pigeon bigger.
Denise came into the kitchen carrying her phone. She looked from the notebook to Alice's drawing.
“Oh,” she said. “You found it.”
“Bea had it.”
“I remembered. I should have asked sooner.”
“You had other things to think about,” I said.
Denise sat down. Her toast had gone stiff at the edges. She picked it up, took one bite and put it down again.
“Your mum's coming after work,” she told me. “She said she'd bring something for dinner. I've told her we've enough food to feed the street.”
“She'll bring something anyway.”
“Yes. I know.”
We were quiet for a moment. Then Denise asked whether I had eaten. I said yes, because for once I had.
Alice showed her the page of things people did in films. Denise read it, smiled at the shoes on beds, then stopped at the line about apologies.
“He notices everything,” she said.
Present tense. I heard it because I had begun, without wanting to, to hear every tense people used.
“Would you like me to make tea?” I asked.
“Please.”
I knew where the mugs were. That seemed to matter. I could still do a small thing in this house without asking for instructions.
While the kettle boiled, Denise's phone lit up. Not a call, just another message. She read it and set it down, screen upwards, ready for the next one.
Alice leaned over the notebook again.
I took three mugs from the cupboard and put a fourth on the counter for Mum.
Sunday Water
The first thing I noticed was that nobody rang the bell.
There were footsteps on the outside stairs, then a knock: three firm sounds, a pause, another. Denise was already standing before the second set came.
Alice looked up from her drawing.
Mum had arrived ten minutes earlier with a container of chicken and rice. She was washing her hands at the sink. When she heard the knock, she turned off the tap but didn't reach for the towel.
Denise went to the door.
I heard Adebayo say her name.
After that, I tried very hard not to hear.
There was another officer with her, a woman whose voice was lower and softer. They asked to come in. Denise asked something I couldn't make out. Then she said no, very clearly, as if they had offered her a thing she could refuse.
Mum dried her hands slowly.
“Alice,” she said. “Come and sit with me a moment.”
Alice didn't move.
“What?” she asked.
Mum went to her chair.
In the hallway, Adebayo asked whether there was somewhere they could sit down. Denise said there was the sitting room. Her voice had become oddly polite. I could picture her moving the laundry basket from the sofa, apologising for the mess, making space for something no room could possibly accommodate.
I stood by the counter with a teaspoon in my hand.
The kettle had boiled again because I'd forgotten it was already hot. Steam clouded the lower corner of the window.
Then Denise made a sound from the other room.
I had heard people cry before. Mum, quietly, when she thought the extractor fan would cover it. Sam, angrily, when he broke his wrist and couldn't understand why being brave didn't make it hurt less. Friends in toilets, teachers in corridors after funerals, people on screens whose grief had been edited into something a viewer could manage.
This was none of those sounds.
Alice got up so quickly her chair struck the cupboard.
Mum caught her hand, not to stop her, only to go with her.
I stayed in the kitchen.
For a while, my entire world consisted of the teaspoon and the need to put it somewhere. If I put it on the counter, it would leave a wet mark. If I put it in the sink, it would make a noise. I held it until my fingers cramped.
Eventually the second officer came to the kitchen doorway.
“Are you Bea?” she asked.
I nodded.
“Is Ruth your mum?”
“Yes.”
“Would you like to sit down?”
I looked at the chair Alice had left crookedly against the cupboard.
“Have they found him?”
The officer took a small breath.
“A body has been found near the centre. We believe it may be Rowan. We need to complete the identification process.”
I understood every word. I couldn't make them belong to the same sentence.
“Near the centre?”
“Yes.”
“But they looked there.”
“The search team was working with council staff to access part of the drainage system.”
I saw the rolled plan in the worker's hand. The waterproof trousers. The gate with its fresh green line.
“Was he—”
I stopped.
“You don't need to ask everything now,” she said.
I looked at her face. She wasn't trying to make it sound less terrible. She was giving me permission to know less for a little longer.
I put the spoon in the sink. It made the noise I'd been afraid of, small and metallic and entirely ordinary.
The officer asked whether I had someone else she could contact. I said Mum was there. She said yes, she knew, but there might be someone who could take me home when I was ready. I gave her Sam's name, then remembered how that name now sat in the investigation and felt an absurd urge to explain that he was still my brother.
She didn't ask me to.
From the sitting room, Alice said, “No.”
Then again, louder.
The officer looked towards the sound and went back.
I sat at the kitchen table. The notebook was still open. On the page facing me, Rowan had drawn the handle of their kettle as if it were the neck of a bird. There were three attempts, each slightly different. He had written too smug beside the last one.
I touched the edge of the page and took my hand away.
I don't know how long I sat there. Time did not stop. It became inconveniently precise in small places. The fridge motor started. A message arrived on Denise's phone, still on the table. The screen lit with a name I didn't know, someone asking whether there was any news.
I turned the phone over without reading the rest.
Adebayo came into the kitchen after a while. She looked at me, then at the notebook.
“We'll need to speak again, Bea. Not tonight unless there is something urgent you need to tell us.”
I nodded.
“I've read your message about the earlier account. We'll arrange that with your mum. For now, please don't discuss details you think you know about what happened. Your friend's family needs time, and some things haven't been established.”
“Was it an accident?”
“We're working to establish the circumstances.”
I hated the phrase immediately. Then I realised it was probably the only truthful one she could give me.
“I was there,” I said.
“At the fundraiser.”
“Yes.”
“So were many people.”
“I had a camera.”
Adebayo pulled out the chair opposite me and sat for a moment.
“A camera doesn't make you responsible for everything outside its frame.”
I looked at her.
I wanted to believe she was offering absolution. She wasn't. She was telling me one limited thing that was true, which was more useful and less comforting.
“I changed the film,” I said.
“You've given us both files.”
“I changed what I told you.”
“And we will deal with that. It does not help Rowan or his family for you to make yourself responsible for things you did not do.”
I couldn't answer.
She stood when the other officer called her quietly from the hall.
Mum came in a few minutes later. Her eyes were red. She put both hands on my shoulders and looked at me properly, as if checking that I was still entirely present.
“Sam's on his way,” she said. “I'll stay with Denise for a bit.”
“What about Alice?”
“Her aunt is coming.”
“Does she want—”
“I'll ask her what she wants.”
I nodded.
Mum touched my cheek with the back of her fingers. I hadn't realised there were tears on it.
When Sam arrived, he didn't ask what had happened. Mum must have told him enough. He stood in the kitchen doorway in an old sweatshirt and trainers with one lace shorter than the other, and I was so relieved to see him that I felt ashamed of it.
He picked up my bag from the floor.
“Come on,” he said gently.
I went to the sitting-room doorway before leaving. Denise sat on the sofa with Alice pressed against her side. Her hand moved slowly over Alice's hair, again and again, even while she spoke to the officer. It seemed less like comfort than proof that one child was still within reach.
“I'm going home,” I said, though nobody needed the information.
Denise looked up.
“Thank you for bringing the notebook.”
I nearly said sorry. The word rose automatically, wanting to attach itself to everything in the room.
Instead I said, “Of course.”
Outside, the evening was warm. A neighbour stood at the bottom of the stairs with a bag of groceries in each hand. She looked at our faces and moved aside without speaking.
Sam and I walked home. He carried my bag. At the crossing, he put a hand out in front of me because I had stepped forward before the light changed. I didn't tell him I wasn't a child.
At home, he made tea we didn't drink. He called Mum to say we were back. He found a blanket and put it on the sofa beside me, not over me, as if he understood that being arranged might be unbearable.
My phone kept lighting up.
Finn called. I let it ring, then sent a message saying I couldn't talk. Imani wrote only: I'm here. You don't need to answer.
I turned the phone off.
Later, when the light outside had begun to fade, I went upstairs and opened the silent viewing copy.
The empty stage appeared. The keyboard player knelt beside the amplifier. He tried one cable, frowned, tried another. In the service passage, people crossed in and out of the narrow strip the camera could see.
I did not enlarge the picture. I did not move the marker to make the waiting shorter.
I let the eleven minutes run.
Original Sound
On Monday, the college put a photograph of Rowan on a table in reception, beside a vase nobody had seen before.
It was his enrolment photograph. He wore a shirt he had bought for a cousin's wedding and an expression that suggested the photographer had asked him to do something unreasonable with his chin. Someone had chosen white flowers. Someone had printed his full name beneath the frame.
I stood looking at it until a boy behind me said excuse me and reached past to sign in late.
The world was going to keep doing that. Moving around him.
We were asked to go straight to the hall. No register in form rooms, no usual argument about whether having your coat on counted as being ready for the day. Teachers stood at doors and directed us with their hands. People spoke quietly, then laughed too loudly at something, then stopped.
Imani found me near the back. She didn't ask whether the seat beside me was taken. She sat and put her bag between her feet.
“Hi,” she said.
“Hi.”
We looked at the stage.
Finn stood near the front with the head of sixth form. His shoulders were rounded in a way I wasn't used to. He looked as if he'd slept in his clothes, though his shirt was ironed and the collar lay properly. Clare must have done it, or he had. Grief did not tell you who still managed an ironing board.
Our principal, Mr Ellison, came to the microphone carrying a sheet of paper. He unfolded it, smoothed it on the lectern, then looked out at us without reading.
He said Rowan's name. He said the police had confirmed a death and were investigating the circumstances. He asked us not to share rumours, images from the search or anything that might hurt Rowan's family. There would be staff available in the library throughout the day. Nobody had to speak in public. Nobody had to know how they felt yet.
For the first minute, I thought he was doing it well.
Then he began to describe Rowan as a young man who always put others first, and a strange anger rose in me. Rowan did not always put others first. He had once refused to lend me a charger because I'd lost the last one, which was entirely fair. He could be sharp, impatient, petty about being interrupted. He hated group work unless he could choose the group. He would have been furious to hear himself converted into a boy whose main virtue was making things easier for other people.
Beside me, Imani shifted in her chair.
“What?” she whispered.
“Nothing.”
She followed my gaze to the principal.
After a moment she whispered, “They don't know what else to say.”
I knew. That didn't make the words belong to him.
Finn was invited to speak. He took the microphone in both hands for a second before setting it back in the stand.
“I don't have anything prepared,” he said.
His voice broke on prepared. Several people in the first rows started crying again.
Finn said Rowan had believed the town could be better. He said they had argued about how to make that happen. He said an argument with Rowan usually ended with you doing something useful because it was easier than explaining why you hadn't.
A few people laughed, softly. I did too. That sounded like him.
“He could make you feel you were wasting your life by not recycling a yoghurt pot,” Finn said. “But he also made you feel your life was worth doing something with.”
I looked down at my hands.
It was a good sentence. Finn had always known how to find those.
When he finished, he stepped back from the microphone and stared at the floor until Mr Ellison put a hand on his shoulder. The hall stayed quiet. Nobody seemed certain whether applause would be wrong. In the end, nobody clapped.
Outside, people gathered in loose groups without going anywhere. A girl from Rowan's English class was crying against a friend who kept saying I know, I know. A boy near the doors complained that he couldn't cry and thought that meant something was wrong with him. His friend said it didn't, then offered him a chewing gum.
Imani and I went to the art room.
Ms Delaney had put away the exhibition labels. The dog painting leaned against the wall, still disappointed. She told us we could work if we wanted or sit if we didn't. She had made tea in the staff-room kettle, which was apparently a rule she was prepared to break for the day.
I chose work because sitting seemed likely to become looking at my phone, and my phone contained a hundred people trying to decide what Rowan's death meant before his family had been allowed to understand that it had happened.
My laptop connected to the college network and began producing notifications with a briskness that felt offensive.
One was from Martin Pell at Alderwick Camera Hire.
The police have asked about the recording cards. The blue-latch case returned Saturday contains the camera body and two batteries, but no card wallet. Please confirm whether the wallet may have been packed separately. Do not clear any copies you hold.
I read it twice.
Imani was at the next table, trimming the white border from a print. I turned the screen towards her without speaking.
She put down the knife.
“Could you have put it somewhere else?”
“I don't think so.”
“That isn't no.”
“I know.”
I opened the photograph I'd taken at the end of the event to show how the borrowed equipment should fit back into its foam compartments. It was something Martin had asked us to do because, as he put it, everybody believed themselves capable of remembering where things went until they encountered a box with spaces in it.
The blue-latch case was open on a trestle table. The camera sat on one side, batteries on the other. In the shallow pocket under the lid, visible above the folded strap, was the corner of the black card wallet.
“There,” I said.
Imani leaned closer.
“Yes.”
“That was twelve fourteen. I texted Finn after.”
“Send them the original picture. Tell them what you remember after taking it.”
I did. I wrote that I had closed the case, clipped both latches, and left it with the other borrowed equipment for Finn to collect. I also wrote that I had not watched him take it away. There had been other people in the hall. Val, Judith, the keyboard player, two volunteers clearing glasses. I would not make the photograph prove more than it did.
Martin replied that he would pass the information on. A police officer contacted me separately a few minutes later to confirm the timeline. He did not tell me where the wallet might be. He asked whether there were other originals.
“The sound desk recorder,” I said. “Gareth was going to give us that.”
“We're speaking to him. Do you have any files from it?”
“Not yet.”
“Thank you. Keep anything you receive.”
After the call, I stared at the blank space between the laptop's keys and the screen.
“What if the wallet's just in another bag?” I asked.
“Then they'll find it.”
“What if it isn't?”
Imani didn't answer immediately.
“Then guessing won't put it back.”
I closed the email.
Across the room, a girl named Natalie was trying to mount a photograph for the exhibition. She had cut one corner crooked and was becoming increasingly upset about it. Delaney went over, looked at the print and said they could use a larger mount. Natalie said it wasn't the mount, then began crying with both hands pressed over her face.
Delaney sat beside her. Nobody else looked over for very long. We were all learning, clumsily, how not to make another person's distress into an event.
My phone vibrated again.
Gareth, the volunteer sound engineer, had left a voice message. He sounded tired and angry with himself. The desk recorder had stopped at eight fifty-four. A power lead had been kicked loose; the internal battery had run down. He'd noticed only after the band began and restarted it then. The police had the unit. He was sorry. He kept saying that, as if he had failed to capture the evening on purpose.
I listened twice, then put the phone down.
“No sound for the break,” I told Imani.
She looked at me.
“Of course there isn't,” I said.
“Bea.”
“I know. It's not a conspiracy. Things break. People forget.”
“That's not what I was going to say.”
“What were you going to say?”
“That you're shaking.”
I looked at my hands. She was right.
I hadn't eaten breakfast. I hadn't slept properly. For two days I'd been moving between fear and tasks, and now the tasks were beginning to run out or turn against me. I had thought a clean original recording would do something simple: show what happened, show what didn't, make my lie smaller beside a fact nobody could dispute. Instead there was a silent copy, a missing wallet and a sound recorder that had stopped for an ordinary reason at a terrible time.
Imani got up.
“Come on.”
“Where?”
“Somewhere with food.”
“I have work.”
“You have a laptop open.”
There was no sensible answer to that.
We went to the canteen. Most of the tables were empty. The woman at the till gave us toast even though breakfast service was technically over, then pretended not to notice when Imani's card took two attempts.
We sat near the window. I tore the toast into pieces rather than eating it until Imani pushed the butter towards me.
“I'm not going to supervise you,” she said. “But you do actually have to put some of it in your mouth.”
“Sorry.”
“You don't have to apologise for breakfast.”
I buttered a piece.
Outside, the groundsman was collecting litter with a long-handled grabber. He stopped at a plastic bag caught in a hedge and worked at it patiently, moving from one angle to another. I watched until he freed it.
“Thank you for yesterday,” I said.
“For what?”
“Not asking me to answer.”
Imani looked at the window.
“My aunt died last year. People kept sending questions. Lovely questions. Kind questions. But every message needed a little piece of me sent back.”
“I'm sorry.”
“Thank you.”
She accepted the words simply. I was used to people saying it's okay when it wasn't.
“Did you know Rowan well?” I asked.
“Not like you did.”
“That doesn't mean—”
“I know. I liked him. He gave me a very detailed explanation of why my bus photographs should include the timetable.”
I smiled.
“He said empty seats were only sad because people couldn't get where they needed to go. Otherwise they were just available seats.”
“That is painfully Rowan.”
“He was right, a bit. Annoyingly.”
We ate in silence for a while.
Then Imani said, “I don't want you thinking yesterday's conversation is sorted because something worse happened afterwards.”
I looked at her.
“About the police statement,” she said. “I care about you being all right. I'm still angry you put me in the position of wondering whether I'd helped you hide something.”
“You didn't.”
“I know that now.”
“I didn't ask you to keep the picture back.”
“No. You asked whether I'd given it to them. Then you let me spend an afternoon trying to help you while you knew why the answer mattered.”
I put down the toast.
“You're right.”
She looked almost surprised by the lack of argument.
“I don't have a better explanation,” I said. “I wanted to know what they could see. I wanted you to like me. I wanted those to be two separate things, and I acted as if wanting made it true.”
Imani turned her cup slowly between her hands.
“I did like you,” she said.
The past tense struck harder than it should have.
“Did?”
She looked up then, and there was a small, exasperated tenderness in her face that I didn't know what to do with.
“Don't make me grade it right now.”
“Okay.”
I picked up the toast again because it gave both of us something else to look at.
My phone lit with a message from Mum. The police had arranged to speak to me at two. She would meet me at home first. I showed Imani, who nodded.
“Tell them the uninteresting bits too,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“The bits that don't fit the story you think you're in.”
I thought of the keyboard player, the extension cable, the grey case, the stupid light bulb on the landing. All the things that had existed before any of us knew which ones would matter.
“I'll try,” I said.
For the rest of lunch, we talked about her exhibition print. She said her father still wanted a version of the bus that looked less lonely. I suggested putting him in it. She said he would spend the whole time telling her which seat had a broken spring.
I laughed, properly this time.
Then the bell rang, and we put our plates on the trolley and went back to the day.
Restricted Funds
Judith called as I was leaving college.
For a second I considered letting it ring. I had become suspicious of every conversation that began with somebody needing something from me. Then I remembered how often mine did.
“Bea, have you still got the cupboard key?”
“The equipment cupboard?”
“Yes. The one Val gave you.”
I checked the side pocket of my bag. It was there, attached to a red plastic tag that said SMALL STORE in letters almost rubbed away.
“I do.”
“Could you drop it at the library? We're using the meeting room. The centre's closed while they work, and we're trying to account for everything.”
“I have to be home by half one.”
“It'll only take a moment.”
People said that about keys, forms and favours. They rarely meant the moment would include only the thing they'd named.
At reception, I signed out for my police appointment. The administrator checked the message Mum had sent and wished me well in a voice that made me feel temporarily much younger. Outside, the sun had come out. I took off my jumper and tied it around my waist, then untied it because it made me look like a person on a school trip.
The library meeting room was behind the children's section. I had spent hours there when I was little, waiting for Mum to finish a shift nearby. Sam and I used to choose books for each other on the understanding that the choice had to be terrible. Once he gave me a gardening manual and I read thirty pages out of spite.
Now a printed sign on the meeting-room door said LANTERN ROOMS — TEMPORARY OFFICE. Beneath it, someone had taped a second sheet asking press enquiries to be directed to a phone number.
Inside, Judith sat at a table with a laptop, three folders and a sandwich still in its wrapper. A volunteer I recognised from the pottery class was copying numbers from one list to another. Val stood by the window with his hands in his pockets, looking as if he'd been brought somewhere he did not belong.
I put the key on the table.
“Thank you,” Judith said. “Could you sign here to say it's returned?”
I signed. The form had a line for the date, a line for the item and a line headed CONDITION. I wrote key under the item and working, presumably under the condition, then crossed out presumably because nobody was in the mood.
Val gave a short breath that might have been a laugh.
Judith checked her phone, put it down and looked at me.
“Have the police spoken to you about the recordings?”
“Yes.”
“Good. Gareth's very upset about the sound.”
“It wasn't on purpose.”
“Of course not.”
She said it quickly, almost gratefully, as if I had offered a principle she might later need for herself.
The volunteer gathered a stack of papers and asked Val to help her find the library copier. When they left, Judith and I were alone except for a child on the other side of the wall insisting that a dragon book was not the right dragon book.
“I gave the running order to the police,” I said.
Judith's hands became still on the keyboard.
“Yes. They asked me about it.”
“Was that all right?”
“You didn't need my permission.”
“I know.”
She looked at me for a moment, then took off her glasses.
“Sit down, Bea.”
“I have to go soon.”
“Then I won't keep you.”
I sat because leaving after she'd said that felt more like a statement than I was ready to make.
Judith folded the glasses and laid them beside the untouched sandwich.
“There are things Rowan didn't understand about keeping a place like this open.”
“He understood quite a lot.”
“Yes. He did.” She pressed her lips together. “That's not what I meant.”
“What did you mean?”
She looked towards the door.
The child's argument about dragons ended abruptly. A parent said thank you in the exhausted voice of someone who had agreed to take both books.
“The roof work couldn't wait,” Judith said. “There was water coming into the electrical cupboard. We were told to close that part of the building until repairs were made. Closing would have meant cancelling bookings, returning deposits, losing income we needed for the repairs.”
“So you used other money.”
She looked at me sharply.
“I moved funds temporarily.”
“From a restricted account.”
“Yes.”
I sat back. Until she said it, the note had still been capable of meaning something ordinary.
“How much?”
“I'm not going through the accounts with you.”
“Then why are you telling me?”
Judith looked tired enough that the question seemed to reach her slowly.
“Because you knew Rowan. Because I don't want you believing that a disagreement about finance explains—”
She stopped before the last word.
“Explains him dying?” I said.
Her face changed.
“No. It doesn't.”
I looked at the folders on the table. One had YOUNG PEOPLE'S ACCESS FUND printed on its spine. Another said BUILDING. Their labels were very clear. I wondered how much effort it had taken to stop seeing the difference.
“What was the money supposed to be for?”
“Course places. Transport. Materials for young people who couldn't otherwise attend.”
“People like me.”
Judith's eyes met mine.
“Yes,” she said quietly. “People like you.”
For a moment I could hear the centre as it had been on Saturdays: pottery wheels, somebody practising a trumpet badly, the scrape of chairs after the cheap film screenings. I had taken my first editing workshop there. Mum had paid five pounds because the access fund covered the rest. I had not known then that a line in somebody's account could be the difference between entering a room and staying outside it.
“Were you going to put it back?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“From the fundraiser?”
“Some from that. Some from a grant we expected to come through.”
“Did it?”
“No.”
The answer sat between us.
I thought of Sam in the kitchen saying he had only needed the camera temporarily. I hated the resemblance, partly because Judith was old enough to have recognised it before me.
“Does the board know?”
“They do now.”
“The police?”
“Yes.”
“Then why did you say Rowan didn't understand?”
Judith leaned back in her chair.
“Because he came to me with a page of figures and asked why the numbers didn't match the promises. And I was tired. And he was right in a way that didn't tell me how to fix anything.”
“You could have told him that.”
“I should have.”
It was the first thing she'd said that didn't sound like a defence.
On the laptop screen, an email notification appeared and faded. The subject began URGENT BOARD DISCUSSION. Judith didn't open it.
“I've given twenty years to that building,” she said.
I waited.
“I don't mean that as an excuse.”
It had sounded like one, but I didn't say so.
“When the pool closed, they wanted to board it up and wait for a buyer. We found money for heaters, chairs, insurance, everything. Val worked weekends without putting in the hours. People brought tools from home. I spent years telling everyone we could make it work.”
“And then you couldn't.”
“Not with the money we had.”
She looked at her hands. Her nails were short, one cut painfully close at the corner.
“If I'd said that out loud, there were people ready to use it as proof the whole idea had failed.”
“Tarrant.”
“I didn't say that.”
“You didn't need to.”
Judith let out a slow breath.
“The councillor has his own views about the site.”
“So did Rowan.”
“Yes.”
Neither of us spoke for a while.
I had arrived wanting a simple answer about a note. Instead I had a woman who had done a wrong thing for reasons she could explain very well. The explanations did not make it right. They also refused to turn her into somebody I could hate without effort.
“Did Rowan know about Finn's bursary application?” I asked.
Judith looked up.
“I assume so. They were friends.”
“Did he ask you about it?”
“He asked how the Harcourt support was administered. I told him the centre wasn't involved in deciding who received it.”
“What did he say?”
“I don't remember exactly.”
“Try not to make it neater,” I said, then realised how much I sounded like the inspector.
Judith gave me a tired, surprised look.
“He said someone was treating a need-based award as a prize for wanting something badly enough. I assumed he was upset about the access fund. He could move between subjects without warning.”
“Did he mention a name?”
“No.”
“Did he say Finn?”
“No, Bea.”
I looked down at the returned-key form. My crossed-out presumably seemed suddenly childish.
Judith opened a drawer in the plastic document box beside her and took out a Harcourt leaflet.
“This is public information. You can read it. Please don't start asking students about their family's income.”
“I wasn't going to.”
She looked at me long enough that I added, “I won't.”
The leaflet described a six-week residential media programme for young people finishing school or college. There were full and partial bursaries. The full awards depended on financial need as well as the application. Applicants had to provide supporting documents. A small note at the bottom said provisional offers would be confirmed after final checks.
I thought of Finn saying he was still filling things in. I thought of Clare speaking as if the place already belonged to him.
Then I thought of how often parents announced their children's futures before the children had worked out whether they wanted them.
None of it was proof of anything.
I folded the leaflet and put it in my bag.
Judith watched me.
“The police have asked for all our relevant records,” she said. “They will get them.”
“Good.”
“I didn't hurt him.”
The sentence was so direct that it left me unprepared.
“I didn't say you did.”
“No. But I can see you trying to arrange things into a shape.”
I looked away.
She picked up her glasses but didn't put them on.
“Be careful what you do to people while you're trying to understand them.”
I would have resented the advice less from somebody who wasn't asking to benefit from it. That didn't make it bad advice.
Val and the volunteer returned with a warm stack of photocopies. The room became an office again. I stood, thanked Judith for the leaflet and checked the time.
I had six minutes to get home.
On the way, I called Mum to say I would be a few minutes late and told her why. All of it, not the shortest acceptable version. She listened, then asked whether I'd passed on anything relevant to the police.
“Judith says they already know about the money.”
“That doesn't answer what I asked.”
“I'll mention the conversation.”
“Good. And Bea?”
“Yes?”
“You aren't responsible for keeping that centre open either.”
I stopped beside the library garden.
“I know.”
This time, I was less certain than I sounded.
When I got home, Mum had put a glass of water on the table beside my written notes. Sam had gone upstairs to give us space. My phone was nearly flat, so I plugged it in and sat down.
Mum read the first page without taking it from me.
“Is this everything you remember?”
“No,” I said. “It's what I've written so far.”
“Then let's start there.”
You Weren't There
The room at the station had a clock that clicked loudly enough to become a fourth person in every pause.
Mum sat beside me. A solicitor named Caroline Dunn sat on the other side, with a notebook open and a pen laid across it. Before we came in, she had spoken to me privately and explained what would happen, what I needed to understand and what I should ask if I didn't understand. She had not told me what to say. I was grateful for that and frightened by it.
Adebayo came in with another officer, introduced everyone for the recording and explained why we were there. She spoke steadily. Nobody raised their voice. I began to understand that being treated seriously could be much more frightening than being shouted at.
She asked me to describe my role at the fundraiser again.
This time I started before the event. I told her when I arrived, who lent us the camera, where I'd put the tripod. I described the silent viewing copy and the planned separate audio. When I didn't remember a time, I said so. When I knew a time only because it appeared on a recording, I said that too.
At the beginning, it felt painfully slow. Then I realised the slowness was the point. My first account had been smooth because I had filled in its inconvenient spaces.
“Tell me when your brother came to the balcony,” Adebayo said.
“Before the speeches. Around a quarter to nine, I think. I didn't check the time then.”
“And what did he say?”
I told her about the case, the request to cover, the promise to explain later.
“Did you know he intended to take the backup camera?”
“No.”
“Did you suspect something was wrong?”
“Yes.”
It was the first answer that made Mum move beside me. Not much. Just a shift of her hand on her knee.
“What made you suspect that?”
“He wouldn't tell me what was in the case. He asked me to cover for him rather than telling Val himself.”
“What did you do?”
“Nothing.”
“Did you tell Mr Dacre your brother was moving equipment?”
“No. He didn't ask me then.”
“Did you see your brother carry the case out?”
“Not directly. I saw it later in the viewing copy.”
“So when you told me he was with you throughout the break, you already had a recording showing him elsewhere?”
“Yes.”
The clock clicked.
I wanted to explain that the recording showed him only for a second. That it was a corner of the frame. That I hadn't watched it as evidence when I made the cut. All of those things were true, and none altered the answer.
Adebayo let the silence remain long enough that I had to sit inside it.
“Why did you give that account?”
“I thought he'd stolen the camera. I found the label in his room. I didn't know where he'd gone, and I was afraid saying that would make you think he'd done something to Rowan.”
“Had you any reason to believe your brother had harmed Rowan?”
“No.”
“Then why not tell us what you knew?”
I looked at Mum, then back at the inspector.
“Because I didn't trust what would happen after.”
Adebayo nodded once, not in agreement.
“What did you think would happen?”
“That you'd stop looking at anything else.”
“Because your brother had taken a camera?”
“Because we're—”
I stopped.
“Go on.”
I had been about to say because we're the sort of family people expect trouble from. It sounded melodramatic in the room, and it sounded insulting to Mum, who had spent years doing ordinary decent things without expecting anybody to congratulate her.
“Because people make decisions about Sam quickly,” I said. “He left college. He works in kitchens. He gets things wrong. I thought you'd see that before you saw him.”
Mum looked down.
Adebayo put her pen on the table.
“Bea, our work is to test information, not accept one person's preferred explanation. Your false account didn't protect your brother from assumptions. It gave us inaccurate information to test and made the accurate parts of what you said harder to rely on.”
“I know.”
“I'm explaining it because you need to understand the practical effect. Not only that lying is wrong.”
I nodded.
The solicitor asked for a brief pause. She checked that I understood what had been said and whether I wanted a break. I said I could continue.
Adebayo asked when I'd first spoken to Sam after the interview on Saturday. I told her about the call outside the centre.
“What did you say to him?”
I could hear my own voice from that morning, angry and frightened, making the sentence sound almost clever.
“I said I'd told them something he needed to make true.”
Mum closed her eyes.
The words landed on the table between us. I had known they were bad. I hadn't known how much worse they would sound when I no longer controlled their tone.
“Did you ask him to give the same false account?” Adebayo asked.
“I wanted him to explain where he'd been. But yes. I think I also wanted him to make my answer work.”
“Did he agree?”
“No. When I told him properly, he said I had to correct it.”
“When was that?”
I gave the approximate time, then checked the message history when asked. We separated what I remembered from what the phone could show. The process was careful and undramatic. It stripped the afternoon of all the reassuring phrases I'd used in my head.
At one point Adebayo asked about the eleven-minute cut.
“The highlights file was always going to be edited,” I said. “The break didn't need to be in it.”
“Was your brother's appearance a reason you removed it?”
I looked at the table.
“Yes. Not the only reason. But yes.”
“Did you delete the silent viewing copy?”
“No.”
“Did you alter the original card?”
“No.”
“Did you ask anyone else to?”
“No.”
“Who received the highlights link?”
“Judith and the college media address. I sent it when the export finished on Saturday. It wasn't posted publicly by me.”
“Who could access that college address?”
“Mr Ellison, the media tutor, the student events team. Finn's one of the student organisers. I don't know exactly who else.”
The other officer made a note.
“Why didn't you explain your false account when you handed over the drive?”
“Because I kept deciding I could tell you later.”
Adebayo waited.
“There isn't a better reason,” I said.
She nodded and moved on.
We went through the events I had mentioned since the first interview: Val's uncertain sighting, the door in the camera frame, the conversation about the jacket. I was careful not to repeat Sam's remembered argument as if I'd heard it myself. I said he had something to tell them, and that I hadn't asked him to rehearse it with me.
Adebayo asked whether I had spoken to Finn about the equipment wallet. I showed the Friday-night message and the packing photograph. The officers already had copies, but they asked me to explain the sequence in my own words.
“Did you see Mr Sayer remove the wallet from the case?”
“No.”
“Did you see anyone open the case after your photograph?”
“No.”
“Could another person have had access to it?”
“Yes.”
“Then that is where your direct knowledge ends.”
“Yes.”
I almost resented her for refusing to let the facts stretch. Then I thought of Sam and understood why the refusal mattered.
When we reached the bag, I remembered Finn's words in the car.
“He knew about the blue headphones,” I said.
Adebayo looked up.
“Explain.”
“On Saturday. Before I saw the photo Denise had been sent. He said the bag had Rowan's blue headphones in it.”
“Could he have heard that from someone else?”
“His mum was with Denise. She might have told him.”
“Did he say where he'd heard it?”
“No.”
“Was it unusual for him to know what headphones Rowan owned?”
“No. They were friends.”
She wrote it down without making it larger or smaller than it was.
I told her about Judith's explanation of the funds. Adebayo said they were obtaining relevant records and that I should not approach donors or students to ask about private finances. I said I wouldn't. She asked what Rowan had actually written on the running order. I repeated the words, not my interpretation of them.
By the time we finished, the glass of water in front of me was warm. I had drunk half of it in little sips whenever a question frightened me. The solicitor asked a few clarifying questions. Adebayo explained the next steps without promising an outcome for the false account or the camera theft.
I signed what I was asked to sign only after reading it. That took longer than I expected. Written down, some of my own sentences looked unfamiliar, and I checked two details before agreeing they were accurate.
When the recording ended, Adebayo sat back.
“Is there anything you haven't told us because you're worried about someone being upset with you?”
I searched my mind with an uncomfortable seriousness.
“I don't think so.”
“That's a different question from whether you think it's relevant.”
“I understand.”
I thought of Imani, of Rowan's notebook, of Finn saying the bursary hadn't come up between them. I had told her all of it, with the limits attached.
“No,” I said. “Nothing I can remember.”
“If that changes, tell us.”
“I will.”
This time the promise frightened me enough that I thought I might keep it.
Outside, Mum and I stood in the car park without moving towards the car. The solicitor had gone after giving Mum her contact details. Traffic passed on the road beyond the wall. A man in a suit was trying to stop a parking receipt blowing off his dashboard.
Mum handed me a packet of tissues.
“I'm not crying,” I said.
“I know. Your nose is running.”
I took one.
For a minute we watched the man with the receipt. He finally trapped it under a coin and shut the door with satisfaction entirely disproportionate to the task.
“Are you disappointed in me?” I asked.
Mum looked at me.
“Yes.”
I nodded because I had asked for the answer.
“And I love you,” she said. “Those aren't competing facts.”
I pressed the tissue against my nose.
“I keep wanting somebody to say it wasn't that bad.”
“I know.”
“It was.”
“Yes.”
She put a hand on the back of my neck, warm and firm.
“You've begun to put it right. Beginning isn't the same as finishing.”
We got into the car.
On the way home, she asked whether I still wanted to work my short shift. I said I did. She said she would pick me up afterwards if I needed her to. We stopped at a red light, and I watched a woman help a child untangle a scooter strap from a fence.
At home, Sam was sitting on the stairs, just as I had been earlier.
“All right?” he asked.
“No,” I said. “But it's said.”
He nodded and moved his feet so we could pass.
For once, nobody asked me to make it sound better.
After the Correction
At work, my name badge was where I'd left it, clipped to a cardboard box in my locker.
BEA — HAPPY TO HELP.
I considered turning it over.
Lou found me before I reached the shop floor. She took one look at my face and steered me towards the staff room with the gentleness of someone moving a trolley with a bad wheel.
“Two hours,” she said. “No till. You can face up the stationery aisle and check dates in the bakery. If you need to stop, you stop.”
“I can do the till.”
“I'm sure. I'm choosing not to make you.”
She handed me a bottle of water and went back to the office before I could turn gratitude into an argument.
The stationery aisle was almost empty. I straightened notebooks, rehung packets of pens and put a plastic ruler back on the right hook. The work had a beginning, a correct arrangement and a visible end. I found it so comforting that it embarrassed me.
A child came down the aisle with his grandmother and asked whether glitter glue worked on shoes.
“Not well,” I said.
“How well?”
His grandmother gave me a look that asked for solidarity.
“It'll probably fall off and leave marks.”
He considered this. “What if I want marks?”
“Then you're making a different project.”
The grandmother sighed and steered him towards pencils.
For a few seconds I was simply a person at work, answering a question about glue. Then my phone vibrated in my trouser pocket and I remembered the rest.
I ignored it until my break.
In the staff room, Zoe from the evening shift sat at the table eating noodles from a container. She looked up when I came in, then looked down too quickly.
“You can ask,” I said.
“I wasn't going to.”
“All right.”
I sat at the other end of the table.
A poster above the sink reminded us to leave the room as we would wish to find it. Beneath it, someone had left a teaspoon in a puddle of tea. The management of human beings remained an ambitious project.
Zoe pushed her container aside.
“I'm sorry about your friend.”
“Thank you.”
“I didn't know you were close.”
“We weren't. Not recently.”
“Oh.”
I watched her decide what that meant. People liked grief to come with a clear label: best friend, classmate, neighbour, person you had once sat beside on a coach. They wanted to know how much feeling belonged to each category. I had no useful measurement for losing somebody while still owing them an apology they had never agreed to accept.
“Sorry,” Zoe said again.
“You don't have to keep saying it.”
“I know. I just don't know what else.”
“That makes two of us.”
She smiled weakly.
Then she said, “At least your brother's home.”
I looked at her.
Her face changed at once.
“I didn't mean—God. That sounded awful.”
“It did a bit.”
“I'm sorry.”
I nodded. I could have punished her for it. Part of me wanted to, because it would have been a clean little burst of anger with an available target. But she looked genuinely horrified, and I had spent enough of the day hearing how my own words sounded outside my intentions.
“I know what you meant,” I said.
She let out a breath.
We sat quietly for a moment. Then she offered me a biscuit from an open packet, and I took one.
My phone had eleven messages. Most were from people asking whether I was okay. Two were screenshots.
The first showed a post in a local community group. Someone had written that the police were looking into missing video from the fundraiser. Underneath, another person asked whether it was true that the girl who filmed the event had cut out the part showing her brother stealing a camera.
The second was from our college chat. No question mark this time.
She deleted eleven minutes. Let that sink in.
I read the sentence twice.
Let that sink in. As if the work of understanding a thing consisted of giving suspicion a moment to settle.
I wanted to reply with a paragraph about editing. I wanted to explain that a highlights film was not an archive, that the full silent copy still existed, that I had handed it over, that the missing originals were a separate problem. I also wanted to avoid the part where I had lied, because that part did not improve when explained technically.
Lou appeared in the doorway.
“Everything all right?”
I showed her the screen.
She read it, then handed the phone back.
“Do you need to go home?”
“No.”
“Do you need five more minutes?”
“Yes.”
“Take ten.”
When she left, Zoe looked at me.
“People are idiots.”
“Sometimes people are partly right and still horrible.”
She thought about that, then nodded.
I called Mum. She was home, making something for Denise to freeze because feeding people had become the only language in which she felt fluent.
“Don't answer the posts,” she said after I described them. “Send anything threatening to the officer. Let the rest sit.”
“They're saying I destroyed evidence.”
“Did you?”
“No.”
“Then don't make a new mistake trying to explain the old one.”
I pressed my fingers against my eyes.
“I hate that you keep being sensible.”
“I don't enjoy it as much as you'd think.”
I laughed, a little.
She asked whether I wanted collecting. I said I'd walk because it was still light. She made me promise to message when I left, then let me go without extracting another account of how I felt.
I returned to the stationery aisle. The boy with the glitter glue had left a packet of stickers on the floor. I picked it up and put it back.
At six forty, Finn appeared at the end of the aisle carrying a basket with bread, milk and a packet of washing tablets.
“Hey,” he said.
“Hi.”
“I didn't know you were working.”
“Neither did I, until I was.”
He gave a small smile and put the basket down by his feet.
“I saw the posts.”
“So has everyone.”
“I told someone to stop spreading it.”
“Thank you.”
He looked at the pens I was arranging.
“Have you spoken to the police again?”
“Yes.”
“And?”
“I told them the truth.”
“That’s good.”
“It doesn't feel good.”
“It will.”
I looked at him. He said it with such easy certainty that I wanted to borrow it and resented him for having it available.
“Will it?”
“I mean eventually.”
“You don't know that.”
Finn's face tightened.
“I'm trying to help, Bea.”
“I know. I'm sorry.”
He picked up the basket, then set it down again.
“Rowan wouldn't want us doing this to ourselves.”
The anger arrived before I could organise it into something polite.
“We don't know what Rowan would want.”
Finn stared at me.
“He might want to be angry. He might want us to stop using his name to finish conversations.”
A woman at the end of the aisle looked up from a packet of envelopes. I lowered my voice.
“Sorry. I just—everybody keeps saying it.”
Finn swallowed.
“You're not the only person who knew him.”
“I didn't say I was.”
“You act like everybody else is getting him wrong.”
The words struck because there was truth in them.
I looked down at the shelf.
“You're right,” I said.
He waited, perhaps expecting an argument after the concession.
“I don't own being sorry about him,” I added.
Finn's shoulders eased a little.
“No.”
We stood among notebooks and glue sticks, two people who had known each other too long to pretend the conversation hadn't hurt.
“Did you find out about the card wallet?” I asked.
He looked away towards the tills.
“Dad's checked the garage. Nothing. Judith's asking everyone who packed up.”
“Martin has the case.”
“I know.”
“The wallet's in the photo I took before closing it.”
Finn nodded slowly.
“Then somebody moved it.”
“Maybe.”
He shifted the basket to his other hand.
“I hope they find it.”
“So do I.”
He left without hugging me. I was grateful. I wasn't sure I could have accepted comfort from him without first deciding whether I owed him another apology, and I was tired of every kindness arriving with work attached.
At seven, I clocked out. Lou checked that I'd eaten, then told me to stop tidying the staff room and go home. Outside, the evening air smelled of warm tarmac and bread from the supermarket vents.
I took the longer route past the recreation ground. Children were still playing football. A man threw a ball for a dog that kept returning it to the wrong person. Nothing about the scene had been arranged to remind me of Rowan, and for that reason it almost did me in.
Halfway home, an email arrived from Ms Delaney.
She had been thinking about my portfolio deadline. The regional foundation course would accept a selection of work rather than one major film. We could discuss alternatives to the documentary if I wanted. She did not mention the investigation, the posts or my statement. She wrote that a portfolio should show what I was able to do now, not trap me inside the best thing I'd done months ago.
I stopped beside the park gate and read it again.
For months I had treated the Rowan film as the thing that would get me out. It had been shortlisted. A judge had praised it. People who knew more than I did had called it promising. I had kept the edited version in my portfolio even after Rowan asked me to take it down from public view, telling myself that a private application was different.
Now I opened the portfolio page and removed the link.
I didn't delete the file. I had learned that much about the difference between removing something from display and making it disappear.
The page looked unfinished afterwards. Three thumbnails remained: the bus station, a short exercise about hands at work, a little animation I'd made with paper shapes on my bedroom floor. None had won anything.
I sent Delaney a reply asking when we could talk.
Then I put the phone away and went home to tell Mum before she could ask.
A Good Reason Isn't Proof
On Tuesday morning, Sam came downstairs carrying a sheet of paper covered in crossed-out sentences.
“Can you read something?” he asked.
I was making toast. The first slice had burned at one edge because the toaster had two settings: bread and archaeological sample.
“What is it?”
“A letter to Judith.”
He put it on the table and stood beside the fridge, not sitting, as if he wanted to preserve the option of taking it back.
I read the first paragraph. It began I would like to apologise for the incident and got worse from there.
“Did you write this?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“All of it?”
“I looked up how to start.”
“I can tell.”
He folded his arms.
“If you're just going to take the piss—”
“I'm not. It's just you don't say incident. You say the camera.”
He looked at the page.
I read the rest. Under the formal beginning, he had written that he knew he had damaged trust, that he would repay what he owed and cooperate with getting the camera returned. He had also written that he had been desperate, then crossed it out so hard the paper had nearly torn.
“Why did you take that out?” I asked.
“Sounds like an excuse.”
“It can be true and still not be enough.”
Sam looked at me with tired amusement.
“Have you been living in a room full of sensible adults?”
“Against my will.”
He sat down.
I slid the letter back to him.
“Write what you did. Write what you'll do next. Don't make her tell you you're a good person.”
He nodded slowly.
“That last bit's the hard part.”
“I know.”
The toast sprang up behind me. I scraped the black edge over the sink and put two slices on a plate between us.
Sam picked up the less burned one, saw me looking and exchanged it for the other.
“Growth,” he said.
“Tiny growth.”
He smiled, then grew serious again.
“They've got the camera back.”
I stopped buttering my toast.
“The backup?”
“Yes. Dex told them where he took it. The shop kept the record. I don't know all the details.”
“Is it damaged?”
“I don't think so.”
“That's something.”
“Yeah.” He rubbed his thumb along the edge of the letter. “They also checked the petrol station. There's a camera outside. It shows us there.”
“When?”
“During the time I said. I don't know exactly what they can see. The officer didn't show me.”
I felt a rush of relief so strong it made me angry.
“Why didn't you tell me last night?”
“They only rang this morning.”
“Oh.”
“And it doesn't make the stealing go away.”
“No.”
He looked at me carefully.
“Don't put it online.”
“I wasn't going to.”
“You were thinking about it.”
I had been. Not a long post, just one satisfying sentence. Something that would make the people in the group chat feel stupid for having enjoyed suspicion so much.
“They've checked part of what I said,” Sam continued. “That's what I know. I don't want you turning it into more.”
I put the knife down.
“All right.”
He took a bite of toast, winced at the burned part and kept chewing.
“Have you told them about the argument you heard?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Good.”
“I wrote down the bits I remembered. They asked questions. That's all I'm telling you, before we do the thing again.”
I nodded.
We ate without speaking for a few minutes. Then Sam asked whether he should mention in the letter that he understood he couldn't keep working at the centre.
“Have they told you that?”
“Judith said there won't be any shifts while it's closed. And after, she can't promise anything.”
“Then say you understand there are consequences. Don't fire yourself for her.”
He looked at me.
“What?” I asked.
“You're good at this when it's somebody else's life.”
I almost made a joke. Instead I said, “So are most people.”
At college, the photograph was still in reception, but there were more flowers now. Somebody had left a small drawing of a pigeon in a crown. Not Alice's. A copy made by someone who knew enough of Rowan to know what it meant.
I found myself less angry with it than I expected.
The first lesson was English. Our teacher had abandoned the planned exercise about credibility and brought a short story nobody had to discuss unless they wanted to. We read in silence. A boy at the back fell asleep with his forehead against his hand. The teacher let him.
Afterwards, Finn caught up with me in the corridor.
“Can we talk?”
I stopped beside the lockers.
“About yesterday?”
“Yeah.”
He looked over my shoulder at a group coming through the doors, then moved towards the quieter end of the corridor. I followed him as far as the noticeboard.
“I shouldn't have said you acted like nobody else knew Rowan,” he said.
“You weren't entirely wrong.”
“Still.”
I waited.
“I keep saying the wrong thing. Mum keeps asking me to help with arrangements, and everyone wants to know what happened, and I don't know. I don't know anything.”
He looked exhausted. There were faint shadows beneath his eyes, and he had bitten the skin beside one thumbnail raw. I noticed because he kept hiding that hand in his pocket.
“I don't either,” I said.
“I know.”
For a moment we stood in the ordinary closeness of two people who had shared too many childhood afternoons to need a formal reconciliation.
Then Finn said, “Did they find anything on the camera Sam took?”
I looked at him.
“How do you know they got it back?”
“Judith told Mum.”
“Oh.”
It was a reasonable answer. His mother did seem to exist at the meeting point of every piece of information in town.
“It wasn't recording,” I said. “It was the backup.”
“Right. Of course.”
“You knew that.”
“I know. I'm not thinking.”
He leaned against the wall beneath a poster advertising revision workshops that now seemed to belong to a much less complicated universe.
“I keep wishing we'd just had a normal Friday,” he said.
“We did. For most of it.”
“That makes it worse.”
I understood what he meant. A whole night could contain a terrible thing without changing the way the rest of it looked. People still bought drinks. Someone still complained about the raffle prizes. I had been annoyed with a keyboard player while Rowan was somewhere beyond the camera's narrow view.
Finn rubbed his face.
“Anyway. I'm sorry.”
“Me too.”
He nodded and pushed away from the wall.
“See you later, Bee.”
I watched him go, then turned towards the art room.
Delaney had fifteen minutes free. I showed her the three remaining pieces in my portfolio and explained that I wasn't using the Rowan documentary.
She didn't congratulate me. She asked which piece I liked best.
“The bus station,” I said after a moment.
“Why?”
“I waited for things. I didn't make anyone do anything.”
“That's about your method. What do you like in the work?”
I looked at the thumbnail: a row of empty shelters, wet pavement reflecting the departures board.
“The bit where the last bus leaves and the cleaner starts moving the chairs. You think the place is finished for the night, but for her it's the beginning of a shift.”
Delaney nodded.
“Show me.”
We watched the forty-second section. The cleaner, a woman who had agreed to be filmed after I explained the project, moved each chair onto the next one before sweeping beneath it. There was no music. You could hear the wheels of her trolley and a distant engine idling.
“I'd forgotten this,” Delaney said.
“It wasn't shortlisted for anything.”
“That isn't what I asked it to do.”
I looked at her.
She stopped the video.
“Bea, you keep treating outside approval as proof that you were right. Sometimes it means somebody liked one thing you made. That's all.”
“I know.”
“Good. Then we can work.”
She took a piece of paper and drew three boxes on it. One for moving image, one for observation, one for experimentation. We went through what I had and what was missing. The application would need work. There was no way to turn the next few days into the uncomplicated future I'd imagined before Friday.
But there was something to do that wasn't searching for a hidden answer in somebody else's life.
When I left, I found a message from Denise asking whether I could come round after college. She had found some papers related to the fundraiser and didn't know which names belonged to which students. The police were collecting material, but she wanted to understand what her son had been working on.
I stared at the message for a moment, then replied that I could come, but I might not be the best person to interpret everything.
She wrote back almost at once.
I know. I don't need you to solve it. I just need you to know who people are.
That was a smaller request. I thought I might be able to meet it.
Before putting my phone away, I sent Mum a message saying where I would be and why.
Then I went to my next lesson, late enough that the teacher gave me a look and not so late that she asked for an explanation.
The Letter in the Folder
Denise had put the papers in a biscuit tin.
It was an old Christmas one, red with a picture of a house whose windows glowed yellow. Rowan had once said the people inside were probably arguing about who had eaten the good biscuits. Now the lid lay upside down on the kitchen table, holding paper clips and two dead pens.
“I don't know why I'm sorting them,” Denise said when I arrived. “They told me not to throw anything away, and I haven't. But I keep wanting to put things in the right place.”
“I can sit with you.”
“That would be nice.”
It was different from being useful. I was beginning to understand how often I had confused the two.
Alice was at school. Denise had wanted to keep her home; Alice had wanted to go, then called at lunchtime saying she wished she hadn't. Her aunt had collected her and taken her to buy a sketchbook because nobody could think of a better plan.
“Everyone's trying,” Denise said.
“Yes.”
“Sometimes I wish they'd stop for an hour.”
I looked at the plate of biscuits beside the tin. At least three kinds, still in their wrappers. The house was filling with food other people could bear to choose.
“We don't have to talk,” I said.
Denise smiled faintly. “You're allowed a biscuit without earning it.”
I took one.
The papers came from a shelf in Rowan's room. There were event programmes, rough sketches for signs, notes on printing costs and a half-finished application for an animation workshop. Denise had separated things with dates from things without them. She wanted to know which names were students and which were adults from the centre.
I pointed out Gareth's name, Val's initials and the abbreviation for the college events team. I did not read every margin. When something looked personal, I turned the sheet towards Denise rather than deciding for her.
At the bottom of the pile was a photocopy of a form with Finn's name at the top.
Harcourt Young Media Programme — Financial Support Declaration.
I recognised the address before I understood why it was there.
Twenty-one Birch Road.
Finn's grandmother's house.
“What is it?” Denise asked.
“Do you know where this came from?”
She looked at the page.
“He mentioned finding something in the centre printer. I thought it was a donation form. There were always papers left in that tray.”
“Did he say whose?”
“No. He didn't show me. I was trying to finish an order for the stall, and he said he'd sort it with the person.”
I looked at the form again. It was not a bank statement. It was a declaration of the household used to assess support, with names, a total and a signature. I had seen enough similar forms while researching my own course to understand what it claimed without knowing whether the claim was accurate.
Finn's name appeared beside an address where he did not live, as far as I knew.
That last part mattered. As far as I knew. Families changed arrangements. People stayed with relatives. A familiar house did not make me an authority on somebody's household.
“That's his nan's address,” I said.
“Finn's?”
“Yes.”
Denise frowned.
“Perhaps he was staying there.”
“Perhaps.”
I turned the sheet carefully. On the back, Rowan had written three short lines.
Ask F first.
Not my story to tell for him.
Monday is the last check.
The second line made my face burn.
Denise read it over my shoulder.
“Oh,” she said.
I didn't know which part she meant.
“Did he talk about this on Friday?” I asked.
“He said he needed to have an awkward conversation with someone. I told him most conversations were awkward if you went into them expecting a fight.”
“What did he say?”
“He said he wasn't expecting a fight.”
We both looked at the paper.
For a moment the kitchen seemed to contract around the table. I could hear the clock above the door, the faint hum of the fridge, a car braking outside the shop below. All the ordinary sounds were still there. They had simply become difficult to bear.
“I should have asked more,” Denise said.
I looked up quickly.
“You couldn't have known.”
“Neither could you.”
I didn't know what to do with her saying that to me. I had arrived with my own guilt carried carefully under everything else, and she had noticed it without asking to take any of it away.
“This should go to the police,” I said.
“Yes.”
“Do you want to call, or shall I?”
“I will.”
She reached for her phone, then paused.
“Bea. This doesn't mean Finn did anything to Rowan.”
“I know.”
“Do you?”
I looked at the handwriting again.
“It means Rowan had a question,” I said. “And he planned to ask it.”
Denise nodded.
She called the family liaison officer. While she spoke, I moved my chair back and looked out of the window. Across the street, somebody was washing the upper windows of the solicitor's office with a long brush. Water ran down the glass and caught the light.
I thought about all the times I'd been to Birch Road. Finn's nan kept boiled sweets in a tin shaped like a postbox. There was a piano nobody played well and a wooden ruler by the kitchen door on which she'd marked Finn's height until he became too embarrassed to stand still. The house had been empty lately while she stayed with her sister after a burst pipe. Finn had mentioned moving boxes there. I couldn't remember when.
I took out my notebook and wrote down only the facts I was sure of. The address. My visits as a child. The recent arrangement I had heard about but not verified. I left a space beside that last item.
Denise finished the call.
“They'll collect it this afternoon.”
“Good.”
She put the form in a clean envelope without folding it again. Then she sat with her hand resting on top.
“I keep finding plans,” she said.
I waited.
“A list of things to take to college. A reminder to fix his bicycle light. A recipe he said he'd make when he had time. I don't know what to do with plans.”
I looked at the biscuit in my hand, which I had bitten once and forgotten.
“Keep them for now?”
“For what?”
“I don't know.”
Denise nodded, as if that was an answer she could finally trust.
We sat for a while without sorting anything.
Before I left, she asked whether I could help Alice put some of Rowan's drawings into sleeves. Not today. Later, when Alice wanted to. I said yes, and this time I did not try to turn the future task into something bigger.
Outside, I called Mum and told her what we'd found. She listened, then asked whether the police had it. I said they were collecting it from Denise.
“Good. Come home before you decide to visit anybody else.”
“I wasn't going to.”
“You were thinking about Finn.”
I stopped walking.
“Yes.”
“Then come home first.”
On the pavement beside me, two girls in uniforms from the secondary school were arguing about a group project. One said she was tired of doing all the work. The other said she hadn't been told what to do. I wanted to tell them to write everything down, to ask the obvious questions, to stop assuming friendship made the details unnecessary.
Instead I let them be fourteen and walked past.
At home, I put my bag on the table and opened my notebook.
Under the address, I wrote a question.
Why did Finn say they hadn't talked about Harcourt?
Then I wrote another.
What don't I know?
There was much more room for the second one.
The Place We Learned to Swim
Mum called the meeting a bad idea before we left the house.
“That doesn't mean we aren't going,” she added, seeing my face. “Sometimes you need to be in the room where the bad idea is happening.”
The notice had appeared on the centre's page that afternoon: an open discussion for users, volunteers and local residents about the temporary closure. It said nothing about money. It said nothing about the body found beyond the teaching pool. It used the phrase moving forward twice.
Mum put on the jacket she wore when she wanted people to understand she had come somewhere deliberately. Sam said he'd stay home. Neither of us asked him to explain why.
The library meeting room was too small for the number of people who came. Chairs had been borrowed from the reading area, some lower than others, making the audience look as if it had been arranged by height and then abandoned halfway through. A man from the evening yoga class stood at the back with a rolled mat under his arm. He must have come straight from somewhere else and not known what to do with it.
I recognised pottery students, parents from the children's film club, two women who ran a language group, and a boy who used the centre's rehearsal room to practise drums because his family lived above a shop. They were the people who appeared in the background of my videos, usually carrying something or waiting for a door to be unlocked. Here, gathered together, they looked less like background.
Finn sat at the front beside Clare. Judith stood near the window, speaking to a board member I didn't know. Tarrant had a folder in his lap and a microphone that the room did not need but which made it clear who expected to be heard.
Mum found two seats halfway back. Imani arrived just after us and stood in the doorway, scanning the room. I lifted a hand. Mum shifted her chair and made space for another.
“Hello, Imani,” she said.
“Hello.”
I looked between them.
“We've met,” Mum told me. “People do sometimes exist when you're not present.”
Imani smiled and sat down. I pretended to be very interested in the agenda.
The meeting began twelve minutes late because nobody could make the projector recognise the laptop. Finn fixed it by changing the input, something three adults had been trying to solve by unplugging increasingly unrelated cables. Under different circumstances I would have found it funny.
Clare welcomed everyone. She said the first priority was Rowan's family and that the meeting would not discuss the police investigation. She also said the centre had responsibilities to the people who used it and needed to communicate clearly about cancellations, alternative rooms and finances.
At the word finances, Judith looked down.
A woman in the front row raised her hand immediately.
“Are our deposits safe?”
Clare said they were working through the bookings individually. The answer was careful enough that the woman asked again.
Tarrant leaned towards his microphone.
“We must be realistic about the position of the building.”
Mum made a small sound beside me.
He spoke about structural costs, changing community needs and the opportunity to provide facilities in a more sustainable way. He did not say sale until a man at the back asked whether that was what he meant.
“Nothing has been decided,” Tarrant said.
“That's not no,” the man replied.
I saw Imani glance at me. We had both heard that sentence too often lately.
Judith stood.
“The centre has been operating with very little reserve,” she said. “There have been decisions about restricted funds that should have been brought to the board sooner. Those decisions are now being reviewed independently.”
The room changed. People sat more upright. A woman beside the wall stopped writing in her notebook.
“What decisions?” somebody asked.
Judith explained in broad terms. She did not give names of young people or donors. She said money intended for access support had been used to meet urgent building costs, and that expected replacement income had not arrived. She said it had been her decision.
For the first time, she did not begin with everything she'd done for the centre over twenty years.
The questions came quickly after that.
Why hadn't the board known? Would the courses still run? Had people been promised support that wasn't there? Did this mean the building had been unsafe during the fundraiser?
Val stood near the door, one hand on the back of an empty chair. At the question about safety, his face tightened.
“The closed maintenance areas weren't open to the public,” he said. “There were barriers and signs. I've told the police what I know about access. I'm not discussing guesses here.”
“Someone got in,” a man said.
“We don't know enough to have this conversation,” Clare replied sharply.
Tarrant adjusted the microphone even though nobody had asked him to speak.
“The wider point is that the present model has become difficult to maintain. There are proposals that could provide new community space as part of a redevelopment—”
“How much space?” asked the drummer.
“We're at an early stage.”
“Could I put a drum kit in it?”
A few people laughed. Tarrant smiled as if the boy had made a charming contribution rather than asked a practical question.
“These details would be considered in consultation.”
“So you don't know.”
“No final design has been agreed.”
The boy folded his arms and sat back.
I looked around the room. The people who used the centre were asking about chairs, instruments, ramps, kitchens and hours when doors would be open. Tarrant answered with words that could have been printed on the front of a brochure for almost anything.
Mum raised her hand.
“What happens to the low-cost places while the review is going on?”
Clare said they were trying to find partner venues.
“And transport?” Mum asked. “A free course across town isn't free to someone who needs two buses to get there.”
“We're aware of that.”
“Good. Put it in the plan, then.”
I looked at her. She kept her eyes on Clare, not aggressive, simply waiting for the answer to become specific.
After a moment, Clare wrote something down.
Judith said a short presentation might help show the range of activities that depended on the building. Finn went to the laptop. A familiar thumbnail appeared on the screen: Rowan standing behind Denise's stall, looking past the camera.
My stomach dropped.
I stood before I had decided what to say.
“Not that one.”
Heads turned.
Finn looked up from the laptop.
“It's the centre film.”
“No. It's my documentary. That version shouldn't be shown.”
Clare leaned forward. “Bea, this is simply to remind people—”
“Rowan asked for part of it to be taken out. It isn't a public tribute. His family hasn't agreed to this.”
The room went very quiet.
Judith looked at the screen, then at Finn.
“I thought it was the activities compilation,” she said.
“It was in the folder,” Finn replied. “I didn't—”
“Close it,” I said.
My voice was shaking. I hated that everybody could hear it.
Finn closed the file. The desktop appeared, bright and empty on the wall.
Tarrant cleared his throat.
“I'm sure no offence was intended.”
I turned towards him.
“That isn't the only thing that matters.”
Mum put a hand against the back of my arm, not pulling me down. I sat because I had said what needed saying and didn't trust what might come after.
Beside me, Imani kept her eyes on the front of the room. She did not smile approvingly or squeeze my hand. I was grateful not to have the moment turned into a sign that I had improved.
The meeting continued, less smoothly. Someone asked why an old file remained in the shared folder. I said I had removed my public link but had not checked every copy other people held. It was my failure to sort out, not Rowan's family's responsibility.
Judith apologised. This time she said exactly what for.
After that, a woman from the pottery group stood up and said she would happily lend her church hall on Wednesdays, but someone would have to sort out storage because she wasn't carrying twelve half-finished bowls home in her car again. The practical irritation made several people laugh, and the room finally began to do something useful.
By the end, there was a list of temporary venues, a list of people who could help with transport, and a long list of questions nobody had answered. Tarrant promised to circulate information about the redevelopment proposals. Mum asked him to include actual room sizes.
As people began stacking chairs, Finn came over to me.
“I didn't know it was the wrong version,” he said.
I looked at him. “It shouldn't have been used at all.”
“I know that now.”
He sounded genuinely embarrassed. I wanted to believe embarrassment meant he had simply made a mistake. I also knew how often I had offered the same expression while hoping somebody would stop asking questions.
“Where did you get it?”
“The shared media folder. It's been there for months.”
“Why that one?”
“It was the first thumbnail. Judith asked for something with the centre in it.”
I nodded. It was possible. Most careless things were.
“I'll ask for the folder to be checked,” I said. “Don't send it to anybody.”
“I won't.”
He glanced at Mum, who was speaking to the pottery woman, then lowered his voice.
“You could have told me quietly.”
“There wasn't time.”
“You made it look like I'd done something awful.”
I stared at him.
For a second neither of us moved.
Then he rubbed his forehead.
“Sorry. That came out wrong.”
“Did it?”
He looked at me, hurt now.
“Bea.”
I picked up my bag.
“I need to go.”
Outside, the sky was still pale. The library windows reflected the last light, and people stood on the pavement in small groups, continuing the arguments they hadn't finished inside.
Mum went back for her umbrella, leaving Imani and me by the steps.
“Do you think he really didn't know?” I asked.
“I think you should ask yourself why my guess would help.”
I looked at her.
She sighed. “Sorry. That sounded like a teacher.”
“A bit.”
“I don't know, Bea. I wasn't in his head. I know you stopped the film before it played. That's what happened.”
I nodded.
A message arrived from the college. Mr Ellison was reminding students not to share speculative posts following the police announcement that Rowan's death was being treated as suspicious. Further enquiries were ongoing. Support would remain available.
I read the message twice, then showed it to Imani.
Around us, other phones began to light up. Conversations faltered. Somebody said oh God, softly, with no new words available for a thing that had become worse again.
Mum came out carrying the umbrella she hadn't needed.
“What is it?”
I handed her the phone.
She read, looked towards the people on the pavement and put an arm around my shoulders.
For once I didn't try to make sense of anything before letting her take me home.
The Other Application
Jules Pritchard was making a monster out of a washing-up glove.
I found her in the animation corner of the art room on Wednesday, holding the glove upside down while Imani tried to attach a row of cardboard teeth to its cuff. On the table stood a miniature bus shelter, a plasticine woman with one shoe and a cardboard sign reading REPLACEMENT SERVICE.
“It's a metaphor,” Jules told me before I asked.
“For what?”
“Mostly the buses. Also late-stage despair, but Delaney said to keep the proposal manageable.”
Imani held up the teeth. “These are going to fall off.”
“Then it becomes a documentary about dental care.”
Jules was eighteen, short, broad-shouldered and usually dressed as if she expected to be called on to move furniture. She had applied to the same residential programme as Finn. I knew this because a month earlier she'd put a screenshot of her offer on the art-room wall, then taken it down two days later and refused to explain why.
Until now, I had assumed she'd simply changed her mind.
“Can you hold this?” Imani asked.
I took the glove. Its fingers drooped over my knuckles.
“It needs to look menacing,” Jules said.
“It looks like somebody's lost control of a Marigold.”
“Menace is subjective.”
We spent ten minutes making the teeth stay in place. Imani suggested sewing through the card. Jules objected on the grounds that she had not included needlework in her vision. I held the glove while they argued, then threaded the needle because it was quicker than waiting for the vision to develop.
The scene was ridiculous. I was grateful for every part of it.
When the monster could open and close its mouth without shedding a tooth, Jules set it behind the bus shelter and crouched to the level of the camera. On the screen, the glove became enormous. Its ordinary rubber folds looked like wet skin. The little plasticine woman stared ahead, waiting for transport while something impossible rose behind her.
“Oh,” I said.
Jules glanced up. “You sound surprised.”
“People keep telling me that.”
“Try having a less judgemental face.”
Imani laughed. I watched the screen rather than her, which required some effort.
Jules adjusted one finger of the glove by a few millimetres and took a frame. Then another. The work was slow and exact, nothing like the casual way she'd spoken about it. After twenty frames, the monster had moved less than the width of my thumb.
“Do you need help with the lighting?” I asked.
“I need the sun to stop existing intermittently.”
The clouds were changing the light through the window. We found a piece of black fabric, clipped it over the lower pane and set up a desk lamp. Imani checked that we weren't blocking a heater. Jules declared the results acceptable in the voice of a monarch granting a minor concession.
For almost half an hour, nobody mentioned Rowan.
Then Jules moved a pile of papers to make room for the lamp cable, and the Harcourt offer letter slid onto the floor.
I picked it up without reading beyond the heading.
“Sorry,” I said, handing it back.
“It's fine. The envelope's probably worth more than the offer at this point.”
“You're not going?”
“No.”
I looked at Imani. She kept working on the background, giving Jules the choice of whether to continue.
“They offered me a partial bursary,” Jules said. “Which was nice. Very flattering. Still left a number that made my mum laugh in the way people do when they're trying not to swear.”
“Could you appeal?”
“I did.”
“And?”
“They were sorry to hear about my circumstances. I was sorry to hear they had no additional funding. We were all extremely sorry. It was a touching exchange.”
I sat on the edge of a stool.
“Rowan knew?”
“Yeah. He helped me make the budget less of a disaster. Apparently 'food, some' wasn't specific enough.”
I smiled.
“That sounds right.”
“He found a bus route that might have made travelling cheaper at the beginning and end. Then we discovered it didn't run on the day I needed. He took it very personally.”
The smile stayed on my face a second longer than it belonged there.
Jules looked at the little bus shelter.
“He was going to voice the driver,” she said. “For this. He had a very good bored voice.”
None of us spoke.
Then Jules picked up the camera remote and took another frame.
“He'd hate me making it tasteful now,” she added. “So I'm not going to.”
Imani nodded. “Good.”
I wanted to ask about Finn. I could feel the question forming, arranging all this ordinary work into a route towards something else. For once I noticed before I said it.
Jules noticed too.
“What?” she asked.
“Nothing.”
“Your face is doing the thing.”
“I was wondering about the full bursaries. How the timing worked.”
She put down the remote.
“Why?”
“Rowan had some papers. About an application. The police have them.”
“Whose?”
“I don't think I should say.”
Jules leaned back on her hands and looked at me steadily.
“You can't come over, ask about my money and then become mysterious.”
“You're right. I'm sorry.”
Imani set the cardboard background upright, then stepped away from the table.
“Bea's trying not to spread something that might be wrong,” she said. “She's not always elegant about it.”
“Thank you,” I said.
“That wasn't entirely a compliment.”
“I noticed.”
Jules looked between us, then sighed.
“The schedule's public. Provisional offers came out last month. Final financial checks were due Monday. I know because I was still hoping somebody might turn a place down and free up money. Nobody promised that would happen. It was just something to refresh my email about.”
“Did Rowan talk about that deadline?”
“He asked when I'd know for certain. I told him.”
“Did he say anything about another applicant?”
Jules shook her head.
“He said it was annoying when the people who already had options collected the ones meant for everybody else. Which could have been about half the town.”
I thought of the form in Denise's envelope.
“If someone gave the wrong financial information—”
“Then they should fix it,” Jules said. “But don't make me the girl whose life got stolen, okay? I don't know who got which money. I don't know whether I'd have got more if someone else hadn't. I don't want to be in a post with a sad face and a paragraph about how brave I am.”
“I wasn't going to do that.”
“You were thinking very hard about something.”
I looked down.
“Yes.”
She nodded, accepting the answer without making it comfortable.
“I'm still making the film,” she said. “I'm looking at other courses. I'm annoyed. Those are the facts. They don't need improving.”
Imani picked up the glove and made it nod solemnly.
Jules laughed before she could stop herself.
“Don't anthropomorphise my antagonist.”
“It's a glove,” Imani said.
“It contains multitudes.”
The room loosened around us.
We went back to work. I held the fabric clear of the lamp while Jules adjusted the camera. Imani rebuilt the bus shelter roof after one corner collapsed. The monster advanced by another half-inch.
When we stopped for lunch, Jules showed me the sequence at speed. The glove rose behind the shelter with a slow, horrible curiosity. The plasticine woman checked her watch. I laughed so hard that Jules looked pleased despite trying not to.
“You should put that in your portfolio,” I said.
“I am.”
“No, I mean—”
“I know what you mean. Thank you.”
She packed the fragile pieces into a box, leaving the glove propped upright in a mug.
As we were putting on our bags, she said, “Have you looked at the applicant showcase?”
“The Harcourt one?”
“Yeah. They put some provisional profiles up, for the sponsored places. Finn's is there.”
My attention sharpened.
“What about it?”
Jules shrugged, though not casually enough to make the question disappear.
“Something he wrote sounded familiar. I couldn't place it until the other night, when someone reposted that clip from your documentary.”
I went still.
“What clip?”
“The bus-stop bit. Rowan drawing. It was in a tribute thing, I think. I didn't share it.”
Imani looked at me.
“Which words?” I asked.
“I don't remember exactly. Something about making waiting look deliberate. It might just be a coincidence. People steal each other's jokes all the time.”
“That doesn't make it okay.”
“No. But it doesn't make it a clue in a murder programme either.”
I nodded.
Jules picked up the box with both hands.
“Be careful,” she said, then rolled her eyes at herself. “God, now I sound like everybody's mum.”
“You can blame the glove,” I said.
“Good. It’s been a bad influence.”
She went out carrying the bus shelter, the little woman and the monster with its new teeth.
Imani and I stood beside the table.
“You're going to look,” she said.
“Yes.”
“Then read the whole thing. Not just the line you want to find.”
“I will.”
She studied me for a moment, then picked up the needle we'd used and put it safely back in its case.
I went to find a computer.
Somebody Else's Words
Finn's photograph on the showcase page was one I'd taken.
He sat on the edge of a rehearsal stage, elbows on his knees, looking just past the camera. I'd told him to think of something mildly annoying because every time I asked him to look natural he produced the expression from his driving licence. He had thought of me, he said. The photograph had come out well.
Underneath it was his name, the title of a short film and a paragraph about growing up in Alderwick.
I read the whole page, as Imani had asked.
His work was good. That mattered, though I wasn't sure why at first. The film linked under his profile showed people arriving at the market before dawn: stall legs unfolding, van doors opening, hands arranging fruit beneath strings of lights. He had a better instinct for movement than I did. His shots found one another easily. Watching them, you felt the town assembling itself out of small deliberate actions.
He didn't need to borrow somebody else's life to make the film worth seeing.
The paragraph beneath it began with ordinary application language: ambition, opportunity, wanting to tell stories that weren't always heard. I had written versions of those sentences myself. Half the people in the art room probably had.
Then came the line Jules remembered.
I started making pictures while waiting for the eight-twelve bus. Drawing the houses opposite made the waiting look deliberate, as though I had chosen to stand still.
I read it once.
Then I opened the old documentary file.
Not the public link. The copy on my laptop, in the folder I had been keeping out of sight without quite admitting that keeping a thing out of sight was not the same as dealing with it.
Rowan appeared at the bus stop with his notebook balanced against his knee. It had been raining earlier, and the shelter roof still dropped water at irregular intervals. I remembered being annoyed because each drop made him look up, breaking the shot I'd imagined.
In the recording, my voice asked when he'd started drawing seriously.
“Define seriously,” Rowan said.
“More than just in lessons.”
He considered the question while moving his pencil across the page.
“Probably when I started getting the eight-twelve. It came at eight-forty or not at all. I got tired of looking like a person who'd been forgotten, so I drew the houses opposite. It made the waiting look deliberate.”
He looked up then, directly at me rather than the lens.
“Don't make that sound profound. I was mostly bored.”
I stopped the video.
The print room around me was quiet except for the ventilation fan. Somebody had left a pot of brushes in the sink, their handles leaning together like a group of people waiting for bad news.
I had cut the last sentence from the documentary. It interrupted the tone. At the time, that had seemed like a technical decision.
Now Finn's profile had borrowed not just Rowan's words but my cleaned-up version of them, the part that sounded more meaningful because I'd removed the person stepping back from his own seriousness.
I sat with my hands away from the keyboard.
The afternoon we filmed at the bus stop had been cold enough that Rowan kept swapping the pencil from one hand to the other to warm his fingers. We'd missed two buses on purpose because I wanted an empty shelter, then discovered the next one was cancelled. Rowan laughed at me for being defeated by the subject of my own film.
We walked home through the rain. I carried the camera under my coat. He held his notebook inside a plastic bag that had once contained bread.
“You know you can just draw in the rain,” I'd said.
“You know paper can just dissolve.”
“Use better paper.”
“Buy me better paper.”
I had promised that if the film won anything, I'd buy him a notebook with pages thick enough to survive an English winter. He said there wasn't enough prize money in the world.
At the corner near the market, we stopped beneath the awning of a closed shop. He showed me the drawing he'd made while I changed the battery. It was of me, hunched over the camera, one hand raised as if I were about to tell the weather where to stand.
“My nose is not like that,” I said.
“Art isn't always comfortable.”
“Neither is friendship, apparently.”
He grinned.
That was the version of the afternoon I had not put in the film. The wet bread bag, the ridiculous drawing, the way we'd laughed so hard a woman carrying shopping smiled at us without knowing why. None of it explained anything neatly. It was simply us being friends.
I remembered the warmth of that for a moment before remembering what had happened afterwards.
On the showcase page, Finn's paragraph continued.
He wrote about learning to look carefully at overlooked places. He wrote about the cost of leaving a town where opportunities arrived rarely and often through people you already knew. Parts of it were true of him. Parts were true of me, Rowan, Jules and almost everyone who had ever waited for a bus outside the college.
The specific memory of drawing those houses was Rowan's.
That did not make the rest false. It did mean Finn had put his own name above an experience he knew belonged to somebody else.
I took screenshots showing the page, the wording and the date displayed on the profile. Then I saved the page as it was. I did not add arrows, circles or a caption calling anybody a thief.
I wrote down the time in my original recording where Rowan said the line. I wrote when the documentary had first been screened. I wrote that the film had been available to the student events team through the shared folder, including after I removed my own public link.
Then I sent a short factual account to the investigating officer.
I did not use the word proof.
When I finished, Imani came in carrying two mugs.
“Delaney made more tea. I took the one with the least suspicious stain.”
“Which one's that?”
“Mine.”
I accepted the other.
She looked at the screen, then at my face.
“You found it.”
“Yes.”
I showed her the passage and played Rowan's original answer. I let the final sentence run this time: Don't make that sound profound. I was mostly bored.
Imani smiled sadly.
“That bit should have stayed.”
“I know.”
She read Finn's paragraph again.
“He might say he remembered the phrase and forgot where it came from.”
“He might.”
“Would you believe him?”
“I don't know.”
I wanted to. That was the part I had to keep separate from the answer.
Imani put her mug down.
“Have you told them?”
“Yes. With the dates. And the fact that he could have seen the film.”
“Okay.”
She sat on the stool beside me, not close enough for our knees to touch.
“Do you think this is why Rowan was upset?”
“Maybe part of it. The declaration form is another part.”
“You don't know the whole conversation.”
“No.”
I looked at Finn's photograph. I had taken it on a day when we'd argued about which of his films he should submit. I'd said the market one. He'd said it was too ordinary. I'd told him ordinary was only a problem if you hadn't looked at it properly.
He had listened to me then.
I couldn't work out why that memory made me angrier than the stolen sentence.
My phone lit with a message from Finn.
Are you still in art? Can you help me with something later?
I stared at it.
Imani watched my face.
“What?”
I showed her.
“What does he want?”
“He hasn't said.”
“Ask.”
I typed: What do you need?
The reply came after a minute.
Just to talk. Everyone keeps talking at me.
I put the phone down.
“I should tell Mum,” I said.
“About meeting him?”
“Yes.”
“That would be sensible.”
“You don't have to make it sound so unlikely.”
She smiled a little.
I texted Mum, explaining that Finn wanted to talk and that I had found something in his public application profile that seemed to come from Rowan. I said the police had the details. Mum replied that a public place was fine, but I was not to conduct an interview for anybody, and she wanted to know when I was home.
I told Finn I could meet him at the café opposite college for half an hour.
Then I added another sentence before I could lose the nerve.
I need to ask you about the words in your Harcourt profile.
The message showed as read.
For a long time, no reply came.
When it did, it was only three words.
Oh, that. Okay.
I looked at the screen until Imani touched the side of the laptop and lowered it gently, not closing it all the way.
“Finish your tea,” she said.
It had gone cold. I drank it anyway.
The Version I Preferred
Finn had ordered for me.
There was a chocolate milkshake on the table nearest the window, with two paper straws because I used to bite one flat before I was halfway through. He was sitting on the bench side, leaving me the chair with the uneven leg. It was the same arrangement we had arrived at when we were thirteen and thought buying something meant we could stay all afternoon.
“You still like those, don't you?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“Good. I suddenly thought you might have become a coffee person.”
“I can like two drinks.”
“Ambitious.”
His own coffee had a white skin across it. He had been there a while.
Outside, a delivery driver was trying to drag a sack truck up the kerb. The café owner went out to help, and for a moment all three of us watched the stack of oat milk tilt towards the road. Finn put his palm on the window as though that would steady it.
I had liked that about him for years. The small, automatic involvement in other people's difficulties. When a child lost a balloon, Finn looked up. When somebody dropped money, he was already bending to get it. None of those things had stopped being true.
“You said you needed help,” I said.
He rubbed the heel of his hand across one eye.
“I need people to stop asking me what I need.”
“That makes it quite difficult to help.”
“I know. Sorry.”
He looked thinner than he had on Friday. Not dramatically. Just less well fitted to himself, with a sore place at the corner of his mouth and his sleeves pushed up different distances.
“Mum keeps offering to cancel things,” he said. “My driving test. The programme. Everything. As if an empty calendar is going to make any of this better.”
“Do you want to go to Harcourt?”
“I wanted to go last week.”
“And now?”
“Now I can't say yes without sounding awful.”
The milkshake glass was sweating onto a square of paper. I moved it before the moisture reached the little metal pot of sugar.
“I've got my original recording,” I said. “The one with Rowan talking about the bus.”
Finn looked at me. Then at the glass.
“Right.”
“The wording in your profile is nearly the same.”
“I know which bit you mean.”
“How did it get there?”
He picked up his spoon and laid it down again.
“We all talked about those things, Bea. Films, getting out, the buses never turning up. It wasn't like he had a monopoly on waiting at a bus stop.”
“I didn't say he did.”
“You're looking at me as if I've stolen his whole life.”
“I asked about a sentence.”
He leaned back. I could see him deciding whether to be angry. It was a movement I knew: chin raised, lips pressed together, then the little exhalation through his nose that meant he had chosen to be reasonable.
“The application asked why visual media,” he said. “I had about forty versions. Mum said the first one sounded like a prospectus. The next one was too much about equipment. I remembered that line because it was good. I didn't sit there planning to take something from him.”
“But you put it in.”
“Yes.”
“And said it happened to you.”
He looked outside again. The delivery driver was closing the back of his van.
“I shouldn't have used it,” Finn said. “All right?”
It was the answer I had come for, or part of it. I had expected it to feel more solid. Instead it seemed to arrive with a small door attached: we could go through into an apology and leave the rest behind.
“Did Rowan see it?”
“I don't know.”
“He helped people with their applications.”
“Not mine.”
“But he might have seen the showcase.”
“Anybody might have seen the showcase.”
There was nothing wrong with the sentence. That was what made talking to him so tiring. Each separate answer could be true without helping me understand anything.
I took a drink. The paper straw had softened already.
“What about the address?” I asked.
His eyes came back to mine.
“What address?”
“Birch Road. On your financial declaration.”
For the first time since I had sat down, he went completely still.
“Where did you see that?”
“In some papers Rowan kept. His mum found them.”
“And she showed you?”
“She asked me to help sort them.”
“That isn't really yours to go through.”
“No. It was hers.”
He opened his mouth, closed it, and pushed his cup away so fast that coffee reached the saucer.
“Sorry,” he said. “I'm not having a go at Denise.”
I waited.
“Mum dealt with most of that,” he said. “The money side. I did the film and the statement. There was a question about where I stayed, and I used Nan's because I was working there a lot. It's quiet.”
“Staying and working aren't the same.”
“I know that.”
“Did you live there?”
“Not permanently.”
“Was her income the household income you put down?”
He glanced towards the counter. The owner was steaming milk, making a noise like a long, irritated breath.
“You've seen the whole thing, then.”
“Not everything. Enough to know it wasn't your parents' address.”
“Bea, you know what these forms are like.”
I did. Mum and I had spent an evening finding payslips for a travel-support application, and another trying to understand which payments counted as income. We had put the wrong date on one page and corrected it in blue ink. I knew forms could be confusing. I also knew the difference between our kitchen and a house where we did not live.
“Did Rowan ask you to change it?”
Finn put both hands flat on the table.
“He was making it sound much bigger than it was.”
“You said you hadn't talked about Harcourt.”
“I meant properly. About the programme. We hadn't sat down and discussed courses.”
“But you talked about the declaration.”
“For about two minutes.”
“When?”
He looked at me for long enough that I began to hear how I sounded. Short questions. No room between them. Mum had told me not to conduct an interview, and here I was arranging a person I had known since primary school into answers.
“On Friday,” he said.
“Before the event?”
“Yes.”
“What did he say?”
“That I ought to sort it before Monday.”
“Did you?”
“My mum's dealing with it.”
I put the straw down.
Finn leaned forward. “Can you stop for a minute?”
“All right.”
“No, actually stop. Not wait until I've said something you can use.”
The café owner brought a plate with two broken pieces of brownie on it. “These aren't saleable,” she said, in the voice adults use when they are trying to give you something without making you grateful. Neither of us touched them until she was gone.
Finn broke one piece in half.
“I was good at this,” he said. “Before all of it. I was good at something.”
“You're still good at making films.”
“Am I? Because you just told me I'm a fraud.”
“I told you I recognised a sentence.”
“And an address.”
“Yes.”
He laughed once, without amusement.
“Dad's been telling people about Harcourt for months. Before I even had the offer. Every client who came round. Every person at the centre. ‘Finn's our filmmaker.’ It got to the point where I couldn't bring a camera anywhere without having to prove it.”
“You could have told him to stop.”
He looked at me with such immediate disbelief that I felt stupid.
“I did tell him,” he said. “He thought I was being modest.”
I thought of Finn at twelve, making a cardboard spaceship with lighting wired through three different battery packs. His dad had brought people into the garage to see it. Finn had smiled until they left, then kicked a box because one of them called it a toy.
“I remember the spaceship,” I said.
His face changed.
“The hatch never opened properly.”
“You used a baking tray as the door.”
“It was the right shape.”
“It was very heavy.”
“You were the one who said it needed to look real.”
“I was twelve.”
“So was I.”
For a moment we were there instead: the hot garage, the smell of cardboard and solder, Finn handing me a plastic helmet with an elastic strap that caught in my hair. He had made a whole little film in which we saved a city drawn on a bedsheet. At the end, the city fell off its washing line. We kept that part because it was funny.
He slid the larger piece of brownie towards me.
“I know I messed up the form,” he said. “And the statement. I'm not saying it's fine. But people are acting like there's something wrong with me for wanting to leave this place.”
“Who is?”
He shrugged.
“Rowan?”
“I didn't say Rowan.”
“What did you mean, then?”
He took a long time to answer.
“I don't know what I mean any more.”
I believed him. That frightened me more than a neat denial would have done.
My phone buzzed. Mum asking whether I had left yet. I typed that I was leaving now.
“Have you told the police?” Finn asked.
“About the profile, yes. And Denise gave them the papers.”
He stared at the wet ring left by my glass.
“Of course you have.”
“They're trying to find out what happened to him.”
“And you think I know?”
I had not let myself put it that way. Even now, with his face in front of me, it seemed both possible and unbearable.
“I think you knew he was worried about your application,” I said. “You told me you didn't.”
Finn nodded slowly, as though I had disappointed him in a predictable way.
“You know what it feels like,” he said. “Having one stupid thing turned into everything you are.”
I stood up too quickly and knocked the chair against the table behind me. A woman moved her shopping bag out of the way.
“Sorry,” I said to her.
Finn was still sitting.
“I don't think taking a sentence makes you everything,” I told him. “I don't think a false form does, either. But they happened.”
He pressed a thumb into a crumb on the plate.
“Can we talk when you aren't doing this?”
I wanted to say yes. I wanted the answer to be that simple: a time and a different conversation, when we could remember the spaceship and forget how carefully we had avoided saying Rowan's name.
“I don't know,” I said.
Outside, I stood beneath the café awning and wrote down what I could remember before I got on the bus. Not every pause or movement. The things he had actually said about Friday, the form, and his mother.
At the bottom I added that I had asked most of the questions, and that I had been upset.
The bus arrived while I was still writing. I let it go and called Mum instead.
The Offer
Clare Sayer caught me outside the pharmacy on Thursday morning with a carrier bag containing plasters, shampoo and a packet of biscuits Mum said we were not opening until she got home.
“Bea. Could I borrow you for five minutes?”
I had known Clare long enough for that not to sound like a question. She was good at making requests seem as if you had already agreed to them in a conversation you had forgotten.
“Mum's expecting me to take these home.”
“I won't keep you.”
She touched my elbow, then let go immediately, and we moved out of the doorway. She wore trainers with her work trousers. There was a coffee stain on one cuff. I noticed because I had expected her to look perfect, which was unfair and did not stop me feeling briefly relieved.
“Finn said you had a difficult conversation yesterday.”
“Yes.”
“He's not sleeping.”
“I'm sorry.”
“I know none of you are.”
She said it quickly, before I could object. A delivery bicycle passed us on the pavement, its rider calling an apology too late for either of us to move.
Clare looked towards the little square behind the pharmacy. “Shall we sit?”
I could see Mum through the window, reaching for something on a high shelf. I pointed to Clare and then towards the bench. Mum nodded, but her expression changed enough that I knew she would ask me about it later.
The bench was warm from the sun. Clare put her coffee down between her shoes.
“I don't want you to feel you have to choose sides,” she said.
“I didn't know there were sides.”
“Exactly.”
She smiled as if we had agreed on the same thing.
“I've always thought very highly of your work, Bea. You know that.”
“You came to the screening.”
“I did. And the little film you made about the shoe repairer. That was lovely.”
It had been a good film. He had closed his shop three months later, and I still had the sound of his machine working in the back room. I did not like the fact that she remembered something specific. It made the conversation harder to dismiss.
“Finn mentioned Northbridge,” she said. “That you're having to change your portfolio.”
“I am.”
“One of my clients teaches on a foundation course there. Not necessarily the same course, but she knows the admissions people. She might be happy to look at your work informally.”
I looked down at the bag. A corner of the plaster box was pressing a white mark into the plastic.
“That would normally be really helpful,” I said.
“It can still be helpful.”
“Is that why you wanted to talk?”
Clare's smile faded, not entirely.
“I wanted to make sure you knew there were people willing to support you. It's been a horrible week.”
“Yes.”
“And I wanted to ask you to be gentle with Finn.”
There it was. Not a threat, not a cheque pushed across a table. A useful name offered beside a request I could not separate from it.
“I asked him about something in his application.”
“I understand.”
“Do you?”
She looked at me properly then.
“What do you mean?”
“He said you were dealing with the financial form.”
“The correction, yes. I spoke to the programme yesterday.”
“But when he filled it in.”
“No. Finn did his own application.”
A bus went round the square, rattling the loose panel beneath the bench. Clare waited for it to pass.
“He asked me about one or two things in the personal statement,” she said. “And I proofread the final version. I didn't complete the income declaration. I assumed he had the figures from his father.”
“Did his father give them to him?”
Her face closed a little.
“That's something we're sorting out as a family.”
I nodded.
“I don't think you should discuss private financial information with other students,” she said.
“I haven't.”
“With anyone who doesn't need it, then.”
“The police have the paper Rowan kept.”
“I know.”
Her voice was quieter now. The word had cost her something.
Across the square, a man was trying to persuade a terrier to walk past a sandwich board. The terrier had planted all four feet and appeared prepared to remain there until winter.
“Finn told me it was a question about where he stayed,” I said. “That you dealt with most of it.”
“He shouldn't have said that.”
We sat without talking for a few seconds.
I had expected her to defend him so thoroughly that nothing could get through. Instead I could see her rearranging what she knew. She picked up her coffee, discovered it was empty, and held it anyway.
“He was embarrassed,” she said.
“Probably.”
“Not everything done out of embarrassment is calculated.”
“I know.”
That answer seemed to reach her. She looked at the pharmacy window, where Mum was now talking to a customer.
“I didn't come here to make your life more difficult.”
“I don't think you did.”
“Then let me send you the tutor's email.”
I wanted it. That was the awkward, unflattering truth. I wanted somebody who knew the system to look at my work and say there was a way through. I wanted a conversation in which I was a promising student rather than a girl who had lied to a detective.
“Not like this,” I said.
Clare looked hurt.
“It isn't a transaction.”
“Then offer it another time. When it doesn't come with being gentler about Finn.”
She put the empty cup back between her feet.
For a moment I thought she might become angry. Instead she took a breath and said, “That's fair.”
It was not the answer I had prepared for. I had several sharper sentences ready and nowhere useful to put them.
“I'll leave it,” she said. “But please don't decide that everyone who cares about him is against Rowan.”
“I haven't decided that.”
“All right.”
She stood, smoothed the front of her trousers, and picked up her cup. At the edge of the square she turned back.
“Has anyone offered to drive you to an open day?”
“I can get a train.”
“That wasn't what I asked.”
“No.”
She nodded once. “Ask your mother to call me when things are less impossible. No conditions.”
Then she went, and I was left annoyed that I liked her better than I had at the beginning.
Mum finished at one. I met her outside with the bag because I had forgotten to take it home at all.
“What did she want?”
“To help.”
Mum looked at me.
“And for me to stop upsetting Finn.”
“Ah.”
We walked towards the supermarket. Mum had twenty minutes before a bus and wanted something that could become dinner without requiring her to think.
“Did you say yes?”
“To which bit?”
“Either.”
“No.”
“Did she ask you to keep anything from the police?”
“No.”
“Good. Don't make it into that if she didn't.”
“I wasn't.”
“I know. I'm just saying.”
In the chilled aisle she examined two identical packets of chicken as if one might contain a helpful message.
“She didn't fill in the form,” I said. “Finn said she did most of it. She says she didn't.”
Mum put one packet back.
“Then one of them isn't telling you the truth.”
“Or they mean different things.”
“Do you think they do?”
I watched a man put a reduced-price cake in his basket and then take it out again.
“No.”
Mum chose the chicken. “Then don't do the explaining for them.”
At home I wrote to Adebayo with what Clare had said. I did not know whether Finn's parents had already told the police. I said that too.
Then I opened the portfolio folder Ms Delaney had made me. Four files, all looking very small on the screen.
The shoe-repair film was there. I watched the first thirty seconds. The man in it was called Mr Patel, and he had made me wait while he finished a heel before he would answer any questions. At seventeen, a three-minute wait behind a camera had felt like a terrible failure of direction. Now it was my favourite part.
I emailed the number printed on his old business card, then realised it was a phone number, not an email address, and sat staring at my own exhaustion until I laughed.
I called instead.
A woman answered. When I explained, she shouted, “Dad, the film girl!” away from the receiver.
He remembered me.
“You made me look very slow,” he said.
“I left out how long you made me wait.”
“Then you were kind.”
I asked whether I could include the film in a college application. He wanted to know who would see it, whether it would go online, and whether I still had the bit where he showed the difference between stitched and glued soles.
“Yes,” I said. “That bit's still there.”
“Good. People need to know.”
When I got off the phone, I wrote down his answer and sent him the private viewing link he had asked for.
It was one thing I could do that afternoon which did not require guessing what somebody else meant.
Gold Under Black
Imani's contact sheets were pinned to the drying board with wooden pegs. Under the strip light, the fundraiser looked like a different kind of evening: too many people, too much cake, a microphone cable somebody would eventually trip over. Rowan appeared near the end of the second sheet with half a crisp in his mouth.
“I hadn't noticed that one,” I said.
“I wasn't going to show his mum without asking.”
“She might like it.”
“She might.”
Imani slid another peg along the top of the board. “People don't all want the same photographs.”
She had asked me to come to the darkroom because she wanted a second opinion on three bus photographs for her own submission. We were fifteen minutes into looking at Friday instead. I knew whose fault that was.
“Sorry,” I said. “Show me the buses.”
She raised an eyebrow, then took three large prints from a sleeve.
The first showed her father at the end of a row of seats, his hand on the back of one of them. In the second he was outside, seen through the windscreen with the depot lights behind him. The third showed no person at all. Just the driver's jacket hanging over the wheel and a pale, crushed crescent where somebody had left a sandwich wrapper on the dashboard.
“I like the third,” I said.
“Why?”
“It feels like he was there before the photograph and will be there after.”
“That is unusually close to what I was trying to do.”
“I have moments.”
“He hates it. He says people will think he leaves rubbish in his cab.”
“Does he?”
“It was my sandwich.”
We stood looking at the jacket. I liked that the photograph made no effort to be beautiful in a tidy way. There was a smear on the glass and a row of buttons worn almost blank. It looked like work, and like a place somebody knew with their body.
“Can you tell him it's your wrapper in the caption?”
“I could title it Daughter Makes Mess, Father Gets Blamed.”
“Very traditional subject.”
She laughed, and I felt how much I had missed making her laugh without first having to say something difficult.
While she wrote a note on the back of the print sleeve, I looked again at the contact sheets.
Finn was in four frames beside the donation table. In the first he was turning towards Councillor Tarrant, his right hand raised at chest height. In the next two he was carrying the same display board. In the fourth he had moved close to the camera, one arm stretched past Imani to shift a chair.
His wrist caught the light.
“Can I ask about one of these?” I said.
Imani followed my finger.
“The band?”
“Yes.”
“I saw it yesterday. I sent a note with the frame numbers.”
“To the police?”
“Yes. They already had the files, but I didn't know whether anybody had looked at that bit.”
I felt briefly left behind. It was a ridiculous reaction. Imani was not collecting things for me. We had already had that conversation, and still some small part of me expected information to pass through my hands first.
“Can you show me?” I asked.
She studied my face, perhaps checking whether I had understood the difference between the two questions, then turned to the computer.
The first frame filled the screen. Finn's wristband was gold, printed with the Lantern Rooms logo and a little black star. I had worn a plain black one. Sam's had been orange. At the fundraiser, those colours had seemed like mildly irritating administration. Gold meant a donor, a board guest, or someone expected to use the office and backstage corridor without being stopped every time. It had also meant Clare could collect a drink without finding her purse.
“Was he meant to have gold?” I asked.
“His mum handed him one when I was setting up. There was a strip of them on the office table.”
“Not exactly secure.”
“No.”
In the later photograph, taken after the band had begun, Finn was clapping. A black band covered most of the gold one, but a shining triangle had folded out near the fastening.
“Could he just have put another one on?” I asked.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“I don't know.”
She zoomed out before I could lean any closer.
“That's as far as the detail goes,” she said. “It isn't going to become clearer because we want it to.”
“I know.”
“I know you know. You keep moving towards the screen anyway.”
I sat back.
On the contact sheet, the black band disappeared into the shadow of his cuff. Only the digital file showed the gold corner. It was not a revelation of his face at the service gate. It was a thing he had changed during an evening when he said he had stayed with the audience.
“Do you know when the first one was taken?”
“Before Tarrant's speech. He's holding his cards in the next frame. I thought I'd set my camera clock right before the event, but when I checked again while packing it looked about four minutes slow, so the display time isn't reliable.”
“Four minutes exactly?”
“Approximately. I photographed the hall clock while I was packing, but that doesn't mean the hall clock was right. I've explained it. The order is solid. The exact minute needs other things.”
She showed me the sequence without skipping. Finn beside Tarrant. A volunteer passing a bowl of raffle tickets. Rowan lifting a display board. Judith reaching under the table. Then the stage, then a row of people turning because somebody behind them had laughed.
The later photograph was well into the first song. I recognised the guitarist's broken strap, which she had fixed with a strip of cloth after the first chorus.
“Did you see Finn in the break?” I asked.
“Not that I can remember. I was outside for part of it. Then I went round to get batteries from my bag.”
“By the office?”
“Yes. Bea, I've told them where I went.”
“Sorry.”
She folded her arms.
“I don't mind you asking. I mind feeling like there's a right answer.”
I looked at the screen again. The little triangle of gold was still there, perfectly indifferent to what we made of it.
“He told me he hadn't been back through the service door after the speeches,” I said. “On Saturday. I don't know if he said the same thing to them.”
“Then tell them that. Separately from what the photographs show.”
We wrote it down that way: one note about the images, one about my memory of Finn's words. I did not try to make the wristband say where he had been.
When Imani closed the folder, a picture appeared underneath from another session. She was sitting on a kitchen counter beside a woman with the same cheekbones and a much less patient expression. Both of them wore flour on their faces.
“Your mum?”
“My aunt. She was teaching me pastry.”
“Successfully?”
“We made a container for jam. Whether it was a tart is still disputed.”
She closed that picture too, but not quickly enough to suggest I should not have seen it.
“Can I ask you something that isn't about Friday?” I said.
“Please.”
“Are you still looking at Manchester?”
“Yes. And Leeds. Dad thinks I should stay close enough to come home when I need washing done.”
“What do you think?”
“I think I know how a washing machine works.”
“That wasn't what I meant.”
“I know.”
She took the three bus prints and laid them side by side on the table.
“I want to go somewhere where I don't already know what people expect me to make,” she said. “But I like knowing where I am. Both things are annoying.”
I nodded. The idea of her leaving hurt in a way I did not feel entitled to mention. We had kissed zero times. We had spent more time discussing my bad decisions than almost anything else. It was too early to miss a person who had not gone anywhere.
“Do you want help carrying those?” I asked.
“They weigh about the same as six pieces of paper.”
“I could carry them very professionally.”
She handed me the empty sleeve.
“Start with this.”
Outside, the college doors had been propped open with a bin. Warm air came in from the car park. Somebody was playing a song on a phone, badly distorted, and two first-years were arguing about whose turn it was to buy chips.
Imani stopped beside the noticeboard.
“Dad finishes at eight tomorrow,” she said. “I want to make one more photograph. You could come. If you can manage half an hour of it not being about the centre.”
“I can.”
She looked at me.
“I'll try very hard,” I said.
“Better.”
We walked down the steps together. At the gate she took the sleeve back, and her fingers touched mine long enough for me to notice, not long enough for me to know whether I was meant to.
My phone rang before I could say anything useful.
It was Val.
“I've remembered about that jacket,” he said. “But I don't want you making me more certain than I am.”
A Door Everyone Used
Val had a physiotherapy appointment at the health centre, which meant he was in a bad mood before we met and a worse one when he came out.
“She wants me to do the stairs,” he said.
“Is that bad?”
“The stairs are the reason I went.”
We sat on the low wall outside. Mum had come with me and was getting three teas from the kiosk. Val watched her through the glass.
“Your mother's going to tell me I ought to listen to the woman.”
“She probably is.”
“You can keep her.”
His walking stick had a rubber ferrule patched with tape. He caught me looking.
“New one on order,” he said. “Before either of you starts.”
“You said you remembered the jacket.”
He turned the stick between his hands.
“I remembered where I found it. Not who was in it.”
“All right.”
“Important distinction.”
“I know.”
Mum arrived with the teas and took the space on his other side. She asked about his appointment. He gave her a shorter and much more reasonable account than he had given me.
The jacket had belonged to the centre before it belonged to Sam. A navy work coat with reflective strips, donated when a building contractor changed its logo. Sam wore it for carrying bins and moving things through the maintenance yard because the kitchen's white coats looked ridiculous outside and got ruined.
“There were three of them at one point,” Val said. “One went missing ages ago. One was in the laundry. Your lad's was the one with the torn strip on the sleeve.”
Sam had caught it on a metal shelf. I remembered Mum refusing to sew reflective plastic with her good needle.
“Where did you find it?” she asked.
“On a chair behind the little sound desk. After the first set. Gareth asked whose it was because he wanted the chair.”
“What time?” I asked.
Val gave me a look.
“After the first set. That's what I've got.”
“Was it wet?”
“Bottom of one sleeve was. Damp, anyway. It had been a warm evening. People were carrying drinks. There's a sink by the passage. I'm not telling you it came out of the channel.”
“I wasn't going to say that.”
“You were thinking loudly.”
Mum blew across her tea.
“Did you tell the officer?” she asked.
“Yes. This morning. I rang the number they gave me. I wanted Bea to know because I told her I saw a jacket like Sam's, and I don't want that growing legs without the rest attached.”
I looked at my trainers. A pale thread had come loose near the toe.
“Finn told me he borrowed a work jacket,” I said. “To move dusty equipment.”
Val nodded slowly.
“He might have. People borrowed things. We weren't running a museum.”
“Did you see him take it?”
“No.”
“Put it back?”
“No.”
He took a careful sip and winced because the tea was still too hot.
“The trouble with remembering an evening afterwards,” he said, “is you keep meeting things you wish you'd looked at.”
I knew exactly what he meant.
Mum asked him about the teaching pool, and he became more himself. He had opinions about the repairs. He had opinions about the repairs before those. The channel had carried runoff beneath the road since the place was built, and the service opening existed so workers could clear branches and rubbish after heavy rain. There should have been a secured cover and a barrier when it was being worked on. There had been a temporary barrier during the week. He did not know who had moved it.
“I'm not telling you what happened there,” he said. “They'll work that out. I'm telling you what the place was supposed to be like.”
Mum nodded.
A small boy came out of the health centre holding a sticker in each hand. He stopped in front of Val's stick and asked whether it was a sword.
“Only on Tuesdays,” Val said.
The boy considered this, accepted it, and followed his father towards the car park.
When they had gone, Val said, “I keep thinking of him at that age.”
“Rowan?”
“He used to sit on the steps outside the office and draw everybody's shoes. Didn't like faces. Said they changed too much.”
“I didn't know that.”
“Well. You weren't there every minute.”
He said it gently. It still reached somewhere sore.
After Mum put him on his bus, we walked along the public path on the opposite side of the road from the centre. The entrance was closed. A printed notice had curled inside its plastic sleeve. Beyond the fence, the new green line along the maintenance gate looked almost cheerful.
There was nothing to learn from staring through it. I knew that. I still stopped.
Mum stood beside me without asking what I expected to see.
I had an old photograph on my phone from the previous autumn, taken when we were planning camera positions for the documentary screening. It showed the passage from inside the hall: office door on the left, storeroom on the right, the outer door at the end. I opened it, not to find a person who was not there, but to remember how close everything was.
From the donation table to the passage was perhaps twenty ordinary steps. From the passage to the yard, a few more. You could leave the room and be out of sight before a song finished. You could also go to fetch batteries, wash a spill from your sleeve, or move a case into storage. The door had not belonged to one explanation.
“Show me,” Mum said.
I held out the phone.
“That's where my camera was pointed,” I told her. “From above. You only see the edge of that bit.”
“And the band colours?”
“They were meant to control who went through. But the office was open while people were setting up. Volunteers had different colours. Finn had gold, then black over it.”
“Why?”
“I don't know.”
“Could you get another band easily?”
“Yes.”
“Then it tells you he got another band.”
I let my hand fall.
“You make everything sound smaller.”
“Sometimes it is smaller.”
I hated that answer for about three seconds. Then I remembered how large a grey camera case had become in other people's stories about Sam.
A man on a bicycle slowed near the fence. He looked at the flowers by the main gate, took a photograph, and cycled on.
Mum touched the back of my arm.
“Come on.”
We were halfway home when Gareth called. Val had told him we had spoken, and Gareth wanted me to understand that he had not watched anyone put the jacket on the chair.
“It was just there when I needed somewhere to sit,” he said. “I stuck it on the back of the spare speaker. Val took it from there.”
“Did you see Finn near the desk?”
“Loads of times that evening. He helped tape down a cable. So did you.”
“During the break?”
“I was under the desk swearing at a recorder during most of the break.”
The stopped mixing-desk file. The gap I had already spent too long wishing out of existence.
“I remember,” I said.
“There's one thing I did think of. Not about the jacket. Someone sent me a clip asking what the horrible noise was. From the sound check in the break. I haven't found which message it was in. Too many groups.”
“What sort of clip?”
“Phone video. Ten seconds, maybe. Mostly their drinks. I told the officer it might still be somewhere on my phone. I'm looking.”
My whole body seemed to lean towards the call.
“Could it have sound from the passage?”
“Could have sound from somebody eating crisps directly into the microphone. Don't build a castle yet.”
“All right.”
“I'll send it to them if I find it.”
When we ended the call, Mum was waiting by a crossing.
“What?” she asked.
“A possible recording. Not the desk. Somebody's phone.”
“Possible.”
“Yes.”
The crossing changed. We walked with a woman pushing a buggy and a man carrying a mop still wrapped in plastic. Halfway over, I realised I had not eaten since breakfast. The milkshake yesterday seemed closer than anything I had done that morning.
At home Mum made scrambled eggs. I set out three plates, then remembered Sam was at an appointment and put one back.
“Leave it,” she said. “He'll want something when he gets in.”
I left it.
The phone lay beside my fork. Nothing arrived while we ate. No recovered sound, no answer about the jacket, no message that changed the shape of Friday. Mum asked me to pass the pepper, and I did.
The Phone on the Table
Denise was counting packets of buttons when Mum and I arrived on Friday morning.
Her market stall sold haberdashery, cheap reading glasses, sewing kits and a surprising number of replacement zips. I had bought two hair clips from her when I was eleven and spent the next month trying to arrange accidental reasons to visit Rowan's kitchen. Now the table was covered in stock she had brought home because she could not make herself go back to the market and could not afford to forget what she had paid for it.
“Don't look at the room,” she said. “Look at the kettle.”
Mum went directly to the kettle.
I put our bag of groceries beside the fridge. Denise had asked for them. Mum had made her send a list instead of guessing what a grieving family ought to eat.
“Did you get the ordinary cereal?” Denise asked.
“Yes.”
“Good. Someone brought a box with dried berries. Alice thinks it tastes like a hedge.”
From upstairs, Alice called, “It does.”
Denise gave a small, exhausted smile.
I sat at the end of the table where there was a gap between zips and took a packet she pushed towards me.
“Ten in each bag,” she said. “Except the yellow ones. Twelve. Don't ask me why. I didn't make the rules.”
We counted for several minutes. The buttons were warm from the sun through the kitchen window. Some had little ridges around the edge; others were smooth, pale discs that slipped through my fingers.
Denise's phone lay face up beside the sugar bowl. Every time it lit, her hands stopped.
“Do you need to get that?” Mum asked on the fourth message.
“No. It's my cousin. She wants to know about flowers. I keep telling her we don't have a date yet.”
Alice appeared in the doorway wearing a school jumper over pyjama shorts.
“Can I stay home?”
“You're only going in for the meeting.”
“Can I stay home from the meeting?”
Denise closed her eyes briefly.
“You said you wanted to talk to Mrs Kelly.”
“I did yesterday.”
“Right. Well. You can tell her that when she rings.”
Alice came to the table, took a yellow button and balanced it on the back of her hand. She flicked it into the air and caught it.
“Rowan could do four,” she said.
“He could do two,” Denise said. “The other two went under the fridge.”
“That's because you watched.”
I almost smiled. Then Alice tried four and three of them scattered across the floor.
Mum got down to help find them. Denise told her not to be ridiculous. Mum said she had bent down before and expected to do it again.
For a moment, the kitchen was busy with a very small problem.
When we had found the last button, Denise asked Alice to bring down the folder from Rowan's desk. Alice's expression changed.
“Not the black one,” Denise said. “The blue plastic one. I need the receipt for the printer.”
Alice went reluctantly. I watched the doorway after she had gone.
“She thinks I'm giving everything away,” Denise said. “I'm not. I just need to know what belongs to whom.”
“Could you tell her before you move things?” Mum asked.
“I did. I told her yesterday.”
“Maybe again.”
Denise rubbed her forehead. “Yes. Maybe again.”
The folder contained appliance warranties, a bus pass application, a leaflet for a comic fair and a printed booking confirmation for a table Rowan meant to share with two people from college in August. He had drawn a pigeon in the margin beside the fee, holding a knife and demanding a refund.
“He paid his part last Tuesday,” Denise said. “He was annoyed because he thought the table would be bigger.”
I touched the edge of the paper, not the drawing.
“What was he taking?”
“Those little books he was making. The council birds. And some postcards. He'd priced everything differently in pencil about six times.”
Alice put a second sheet down between us.
“He wanted to give me ten per cent for helping staple.”
“Did you agree?” I asked.
“No. Twenty.”
“Fair.”
“He said I was exploiting him.”
She looked pleased for a second, then unbearably young.
Denise's phone lit again. This time she picked it up, stared at the screen, and set it down without answering.
“Can I ask you about that message?” I said.
Her hands rested on the open folder.
“The one on Friday.”
“You don't have to,” Mum said to her.
“No. It's all right.”
Denise unlocked the phone and opened the conversation. Above the last message were ordinary things: a photograph of an empty milk carton, a complaint about Alice stealing a charger, a request to buy tape. The departure message sat among them like a guest who had entered the wrong kitchen.
“Did he ever call you Mother?” I asked.
Alice made a face.
“When he wanted something and thought he was funny,” she said. “Mother dearest, release the biscuits.”
I looked at her. I had been ready to make the word into a clean distinction. She had complicated it without trying.
“But not like that,” Denise said.
“No,” Alice agreed. “Not like that.”
Denise scrolled up and found a message from February. Rowan had addressed her as Supreme Mother of the Household and asked whether he could borrow twelve pounds. Under it she had replied with a photograph of the washing-up.
“He could be very formal when he was being a pest,” she said. “I told the officer. I don't want to say he never used a word when he did.”
I nodded.
“Did he talk about going to Northbridge?”
“For the fair. Not on Friday.”
“He could have changed his mind,” Mum said gently.
“He could.” Denise's voice remained even. “He could have had plans I didn't know. I know I'm his mother, not a camera following him about.”
I felt my face grow warm, though she had not meant it for me.
“But he asked me on Friday morning whether I'd wash his black hoodie for Sunday. He'd left money for Alice's lunch because she was going out with a friend. The whole day had little pieces of next week in it.”
She looked down at the message.
“That doesn't prove anything. I know. But it's why I rang again. Before they found the bag. I couldn't make this fit with the person who had been in the kitchen.”
Alice took the phone, read the last message once and put it face down.
“Can we stop looking at it?”
“Yes,” Denise said immediately.
We went back to the buttons.
Later, while Mum helped Denise put away the groceries, Alice took me into the front room. Rowan's drawing of the giant pigeon was propped against the television. The crown had been coloured a thick, uneven gold.
“He said you laughed at this,” she told me.
“I did.”
“He said you laughed in the wrong place.”
“I probably did that too.”
She sat on the arm of the sofa.
“Did you like him?”
It would have been easy to answer the question she had not asked: whether I liked boys, whether Rowan and I had ever been a thing. I knew that was not it.
“Yes,” I said.
“Then why weren't you friends?”
I looked at the pigeon because looking at her was harder.
“I put something in a film that he asked me to take out. I thought it made the film better. That mattered more to me at the time than doing what he'd asked.”
“Was it the bit about Dad?”
“Yes.”
She picked at the seam of the sofa arm.
“He hated that people talked about it.”
“I know.”
“No. You don't. He'd come in and tell Mum things people said. Nice things, mostly. He hated the nice things too.”
I sat down on the floor in front of her.
“You're right,” I said. “I didn't know that part.”
She looked relieved by the answer, and angry with me for making her need it.
After a while she handed me a stack of postcards. Rowan's birds appeared on the backs of buses, on a shopping trolley, on the roof of the council offices. One stood outside a closed library holding a sign that said I CANNOT READ BUT I SUPPORT THE PRINCIPLE.
“Can you help me count these?” she asked.
“Yes.”
“Don't put them in a film.”
“I won't.”
She watched me until I started counting.
Please Don't Share
At half past two, a video of Rowan began moving through the college group chats.
I was at work when I saw it. Lou had put me on the self-service tills because the customer-service desk involved too many people asking questions they pretended were about shopping. A machine was accusing an elderly man of putting an unexpected item in the bagging area. The unexpected item was the bag.
I reset it, helped him scan a packet of soup and looked at my phone when it vibrated in my pocket.
The thumbnail was my frame.
Rowan on the bench by the bus stop. Grey hoodie, damp hair. His face turned slightly away because I had asked him to look towards the road instead of into the lens.
Someone had added piano music.
I did not need to press play to know which answer they had chosen. I did anyway.
The clip began halfway through his sentence about forgetting his father's voice. It cut to the bit about the bus. Then a still photograph of the centre at sunset, taken from somebody's social account. Across it, white letters said that nobody knew what another person was going through.
Underneath, the caption asked people to share it for Rowan.
A comment said he had clearly wanted to get away.
Another asked why his friends had not noticed.
“Bea.”
Lou was standing beside a customer whose till needed an age check. I had not heard it beep.
“Sorry.”
I did the check. My hand shook enough that I missed the first button.
“Can you manage this?” Lou asked quietly.
“Yes.”
She glanced at the phone I had put face down beside the receipt printer.
“Not with that there, you can't.”
“I need to—”
“No. You need to tell me whether you can stay on the floor. There's no wrong answer, but there has to be an answer.”
I looked at the row of machines. One needed paper. Another was asking a woman to wait for assistance while her toddler tried to climb into the basket.
“I need five minutes,” I said.
“I can give you ten. Then we'll decide.”
In the staff corridor I called the account that had posted it. It belonged to Ethan Marsh, who had helped with lighting at the fundraiser and once borrowed a charger from me for so long that it returned with a different plug.
He answered after the third ring.
“I was going to tag you,” he said. “I couldn't find your film account.”
“Take it down.”
“What?”
“The video. Please take it down.”
There was a pause. I could hear a television in the background.
“It's a tribute.”
“I know what you meant it to be. Rowan didn't want that part of the interview shown.”
“It was online already.”
“Yes. I put it there. I shouldn't have.”
Another pause.
“I got it off the college archive link. I didn't nick anything private.”
“I'm not saying you did. I'm asking you to take it down because his family don't want it passed around.”
“Have they said that?”
Alice's voice came back to me: Don't put them in a film.
“I haven't asked them about this particular post,” I said. “I'm trying to get it removed before they have to deal with it. Rowan asked me not to use the original section. That should have been enough then. It should be enough now.”
Ethan breathed into the phone.
“People have already shared it.”
“I know.”
“So taking mine down won't—”
“It will stop people sharing yours.”
He was quiet for several seconds.
“All right.”
“Thank you.”
“I wasn't trying to do something bad.”
“I know.”
I did know. It made no difference to what I needed him to do, but it mattered to how I spoke to him. I had run out of room to pretend that harm was only made by people who intended it.
I messaged the college media address and Ms Delaney, asking them to disable the archived public link. I had already removed the version under my control, but I had forgotten the college copy from November. Another place my decision had continued without me watching it.
Then I called Denise.
I did not send the clip. I told her what had happened, what I had asked to be removed and what I could not undo.
She was silent long enough that I thought the call had dropped.
“Is Alice in it?” she asked.
“No.”
“Is there anything about the police?”
“Not facts. Some people are making guesses in the comments.”
“Right.”
“I'm sorry.”
“I know you are, Bea.”
The sentence did not forgive me. It simply acknowledged that I had said it before.
“What do you want me to do if people send it?” she asked.
“Nothing, unless you want to. You can tell them to contact me about the original.”
“I don't want people contacting you either.”
I leaned against the cold wall. A staff notice above my head reminded us to date opened milk.
“I made it,” I said.
“Yes. You did. That doesn't mean I want a crowd of people having a go at you.”
Her generosity made me feel worse for a moment, then steadier.
“I'll ask Mum to help me handle the messages,” I said.
“Good.”
When I returned to the shop floor, Lou was helping the toddler's mother collect apples from under a checkout. She looked up.
“Ten minutes?” I asked.
“Twelve. You'll survive.”
“I can finish the shift.”
“Phone in your locker.”
I put it there.
For the next three hours I dealt with reduced-price labels, a split bag of rice and a man who believed the self-service machines were deliberately making him look foolish. I was grateful to him for being angry about something with a barcode.
At six, I found a message from Imani. She had seen the clip and the removal request. She asked whether I still wanted to come to the depot.
Yes, I wrote. Unless you'd rather I didn't.
She replied: I asked what you wanted, not what you think I want.
I sat on the locker-room bench and smiled despite everything.
Before leaving, I opened my notes. There was enough material in my head to make a devastating little video about Finn: his speech about the centre, the public profile, his photograph beside Tarrant, the gold wristband under black. I could put my questions over it in clean white type. I could make uncertainty look like an answer with three cuts and a change in music.
For a few seconds I imagined how it would feel to have everyone look at him instead.
Then I closed the notes without making a sequence.
At home, Mum helped me write a short statement about the documentary. We did not mention Finn. We did not tell anyone what Rowan's last days meant.
I wrote that I had used an interview section against his expressed wishes. I asked people not to circulate it and not to build explanations of his death from it. I said the available public copies were being removed where possible.
Mum read it twice.
“Are you trying to make yourself look brave?” she asked.
I looked at the last sentence, where I had written something about learning to do better.
“Yes,” I said.
I deleted that sentence.
The statement ended with the request. It looked unfinished to me, which was probably why it was ready.
Terms of Help
Imani met me outside the depot gates carrying a tripod and a bag that appeared to contain bricks.
“I can carry that,” I said.
“It's mostly a flask.”
“An ambitious flask.”
She handed it over. Something square pressed against my hip.
“And books,” she admitted.
“Do the books need to be here?”
“No. They came to college and haven't found their way home.”
Her father came to get us wearing his uniform with the top button undone. He had her eyes and a much louder laugh.
“Bea?” he said.
“Yes. Hello.”
“Gideon. Don't call me Mr Holt. Makes me look round for somebody in trouble.”
Imani rolled her eyes, but she was smiling.
He signed us in and led us along the marked pedestrian route. The buses stood in rows, engines clicking as they cooled. The air smelled of warm rubber and cleaning fluid. Somewhere inside a workshop, a radio was playing under the noise of a pressure washer.
“She's told you this is art?” he asked me.
“She has.”
“Because last time she made me stand beside my own bus looking as if I'd forgotten where I parked it.”
“You looked fine,” Imani said.
“I looked unemployed.”
“You looked tired.”
“I was tired. I'd finished work.”
“That was the point.”
He gave me a look of patient suffering. I liked him immediately, which made me worry I was doing it too obviously.
The bus was out of service in a space away from the vehicles still moving. Gideon had cleared the photograph with his supervisor. He unlocked the doors, then stood back while Imani climbed aboard with the equipment.
Inside, the seats held the day's heat. A child's sticker had attached itself to the window above the rear wheel. It showed a smiling dinosaur missing one eye.
I put the bag where Imani pointed and waited.
She walked the length of the aisle without her camera, looking first towards the front and then back towards the depot lights. Gideon checked beneath a seat for something a passenger had reported missing.
“What is it?” I asked.
“A blue glove.”
“In June?”
“People lose things in their own time.”
He found a pencil, a receipt and an unopened sweet. No glove.
Imani set the tripod halfway down the bus.
“Dad, could you sit where you normally sit after a shift?”
“At home.”
“On the bus.”
“I don't normally sit on it after a shift.”
She lowered the camera.
“Right. What do you normally do?”
“Check for left property. Write up anything that needs doing. Swear about crumbs.”
“Could you do that?”
“I was trying to.”
She stepped aside, and he went back to work. I held a small reflector near the aisle because the overhead light put a shadow across his face whenever he bent down. After a few seconds Imani asked me to lower it.
“It's too much,” she said. “He looks like he's discovered treasure under the seat.”
“I found a sweet,” Gideon said.
“Don't eat that.”
“I wasn't going to.”
He put it in a bag for rubbish, then glanced up at her with a grin. She took the picture.
There was no announcement that she had got it. She made several more frames, checked one, adjusted her position, and waited while he wrote a note about a sticking window latch. I liked seeing her concentrate. At college she often looked as though she was holding back a comment. Here she did not seem to care whether anyone needed one.
When she asked me to sit near the front so she could judge the balance of the frame, I did. Gideon passed me with the rubbish bag.
“She'll tell you to move three inches in a minute,” he said.
“Two,” Imani said.
I moved two inches.
We were packing when his phone rang. He read the message, smiled and typed an answer with one finger.
“My sister wants to know whether you've learned pastry yet,” he told Imani.
“She can stop asking.”
“Shall I put that exactly?”
“No.”
He looked delighted.
Outside the gates, he offered us a lift. Imani said we were going to get food and walk back through town.
He looked at her, then at me, then carefully at neither of us.
“Text when you're heading home.”
“I will.”
“Both of you. To your own parents. I'm not taking on extra administration.”
He drove away before I could decide whether to laugh.
We bought chips from the place opposite the bowling alley and sat on a low brick wall beside the bicycle racks. A group of younger children came past in football kits, talking over each other about a disputed goal. One of them carried a boot with the sole hanging off.
Imani tore the paper open between us.
“Salt?”
“Yes.”
“Too late. It's already on.”
“Then why ask?”
“To make you feel involved.”
I laughed, then found I could not quite stop. It was not especially funny. That seemed to be part of the relief.
She watched me without making it a problem.
When I could speak, I said, “I did manage nearly an hour.”
“Of what?”
“Not talking about Friday.”
“You're allowed to talk about it.”
“I know.”
“I just don't want to be the person you come to only when something terrible has happened.”
I picked a chip from the folded corner of the paper.
“You aren't.”
“I don't know that yet.”
There was no sharpness in it. She was telling me where we actually were.
“I like your photographs,” I said.
“That isn't the same thing.”
“I know. I like you when you aren't making them too.”
She looked down, and for once I could see her being uncertain.
“Even when I'm telling you you're wrong?”
“Not only then.”
“Good. That's a terrible basis for anything.”
A bus pulled up across the road. We watched three people get off, one carrying a bunch of flowers upside down.
“I wanted to tell you before,” I said. “Before all this. At the screening night in April. But you were talking to that girl from graphics, and I decided she was your girlfriend.”
“Priya?”
“I don't know.”
“Short hair? Orange coat?”
“Yes.”
“My cousin.”
“Oh.”
“She does have a girlfriend. Not me.”
I covered my face with one hand. Imani nudged my knee with hers.
“Very thorough investigation, Bea.”
“I'd like that not to become a running joke.”
“I can't promise.”
The embarrassment was almost pleasant. It belonged to a world in which the worst thing I had done that evening was misunderstand a family relationship.
We ate the rest of the chips. I told her about Mr Patel wanting the stitched-sole section left in my portfolio. She told me about a photograph she had ruined by opening the back of a film camera because she thought it was empty. Neither story had a hidden clue.
When we stood, she took the heavy bag back and gave me the tripod.
“Fair distribution,” she said.
We walked towards the park, where the path stayed lit until the main road. The swings were empty. Somebody had tied a birthday balloon to a bench and left it there, half deflated, turning slowly in the evening air.
At the gate, Imani stopped.
“I'm not very good at guessing,” she said.
“Neither am I, apparently.”
“So. Can I kiss you?”
“Yes.”
I said it too quickly, which made her smile just before she stepped closer.
The kiss was brief and a little awkward because I was still holding the tripod. I managed not to hit her with it. Her hand rested against the side of my neck, warm from carrying the bag, and when she moved back I wanted her to do it again so badly that I said so.
She did.
A bicycle bell rang behind us. We moved out of the path, laughing apologies at a woman who seemed more interested in getting home than in our historic moment.
“I should text Mum,” I said.
“Probably not about that exact part.”
“No.”
I wrote that I was on my way. Mum replied with a thumbs-up and a question about whether we needed bread, which was so ordinary that I nearly cried.
Imani waited while I put the phone away.
“Are you all right?”
“Yes. Just—”
I could not finish.
She took my free hand. We walked as far as the corner before our routes separated. Nothing had become simple. I still had messages I had not read and a statement about Rowan waiting on my account. But her thumb moved once across my knuckle, and for those few minutes I did not have to make that mean anything beyond itself.
Borrowed Things
On Saturday morning, Sam asked whether I knew how to make a spreadsheet.
I looked up from the toast I was burning.
“A basic one.”
“How basic?”
“What do you need?”
He put a sheet of lined paper on the table. Across the top he had written PEOPLE I OWE. Underneath were four names, three amounts and a question mark.
The question mark was beside Mum.
“That's optimistic,” I said.
“It means I don't know the total.”
“I know.”
He sat opposite me, pulling the paper back towards him.
“Forget it.”
“No. Sorry. Show me.”
The toast popped up black at one edge. I scraped it over the sink and brought it to the table anyway.
Sam had written down the money he owed Dex, the amount he had taken from his own savings account before that, a smaller sum borrowed from a friend at work and the cost of the recovered camera's damage. He did not know yet what the centre or hire company would formally ask him to repay. There were things the police were still dealing with. The list was not a settlement. It was an attempt to stop keeping the numbers in different places in his head.
“I've put the wrong things together,” he said.
“We can make separate columns.”
“For what?”
“Amount known. Amount still to check. What you've paid. Date.”
He nodded as though I had described a machine he might be able to use.
Mum came in with laundry against her hip and looked at the page. She did not say anything until she had put the basket down.
“Put me last,” she said.
“That doesn't make it disappear.”
“I didn't say it did.”
“I don't want you paying Dex.”
“Good. Because I haven't offered.”
They looked at each other. There was more affection in the exchange than either of them would have admitted.
I opened a blank file on the old family laptop. Its fan began making a noise like somebody thinking hard about take-off.
“Can you call it something normal?” Sam asked.
“What is normal?”
“Not Sam's Financial Catastrophe.”
“I hadn't typed that.”
“You thought it.”
I named it Repayments.
He had an appointment the following week with a support service he had contacted after speaking to our GP's receptionist about where to start. He had also asked the betting sites to close his accounts and was working through what else he needed to block. None of it came with the confidence of a finished transformation. He kept checking his phone, then turning it face down when he noticed himself doing it.
“What happens when you want to do it again?” I asked.
He looked at Mum.
“You can answer her,” she said. “I'm not waiting to catch you out.”
“I don't know yet,” he said. “That's partly why I'm going.”
It was the first answer about money he had given me all week that did not try to make me less worried.
After breakfast, Mum drove us to the library annex. A few centre volunteers were using a meeting room there to sort invoices, return borrowed equipment and answer messages that could not wait until the building reopened. Judith was not running it. A temporary board contact named Mrs Pemberton sat at the desk with a laptop and a face that suggested she had not volunteered for this particular sort of volunteering.
Sam carried a socket set and a box of extension leads. He had borrowed them for setting up the event and kept forgetting to bring them back.
“Samuel Carter,” he said at the desk.
Mrs Pemberton looked up. Recognition crossed her face before politeness covered it.
“These belong to the centre,” he said. “I should have returned them sooner.”
She took the box, checked a list and asked him to sign beside two entries.
“I've written to the board about the camera,” he added. “I don't know who's reading things now.”
“I'll make sure the letter reaches the right person.”
“Thank you.”
That was all. No public absolution, no speech about how everyone made mistakes. Sam signed the sheet with a pen attached to the desk by string and moved aside for a woman returning three cake stands.
I was looking at a pile of event paperwork when I saw the equipment return list.
BLUE HARD CASE — CAMERA HIRE.
SOFT AUDIO/CARD BAG — TEMP STORAGE.
DISPLAY BOARDS — TEMP STORAGE.
The second entry had a line through it and a new note in different handwriting: F. SAYER — COLLECTED.
I leaned closer, then stopped myself touching the page.
“Is that from Friday?” I asked.
Mrs Pemberton followed my gaze.
“The collection list? Yes. It was in the office folder. Some items were going back to suppliers, some into storage while the leak repairs were finished.”
“Who wrote this?”
“Which part?”
I pointed to the soft bag.
“The original list was Judith's, I think. The later notes are from people checking things off. I can't tell you whose that is without asking.”
“Have the police seen it?”
She looked at me more carefully.
“They've taken copies of the centre records. I don't know whether this page was included.”
Mum came to stand beside me.
“What have you found?”
I explained about the black wallet in the blue-latch case, the hire shop receiving the case without it, and the separate soft bag. I kept my voice low, but Sam heard enough to turn back.
“So it could have been moved,” he said.
“It could,” Mum said. “That isn't the same as knowing by whom.”
Mrs Pemberton picked up the whole folder, closed it and put it beside her laptop.
“I'll contact the officer handling our records,” she said. “You can tell them what you recognise. I won't start handing out copies of everybody's details.”
“That makes sense,” I said.
She seemed relieved that I had not argued.
A woman behind us cleared her throat. She was holding a cake stand shaped like a small staircase.
“Does anyone know whether I'm supposed to take the icing flowers off this?”
Sam moved to help her, and the moment became ordinary again so abruptly that I had to follow it.
Outside, he waited until we were in the car before asking, “What temporary storage?”
“I don't know yet,” I said.
“Could ask Finn.”
“I have asked him about the cards. He said the case went back to the hire shop.”
“The case did.”
“Yes.”
Sam looked through the windscreen at the library doors.
“You think he took them out.”
“I think he had the case after the photograph I took. I think there's a bag nobody's mentioned. That's what I know.”
He nodded, but I could see the impatience in him. He wanted an address, a door, a person to confront. A way of being useful that involved his hands instead of a repayment column.
Mum started the engine.
“We're going home,” she said.
Neither of us argued.
At the house, Sam carried the laundry upstairs without being asked, then came back down and opened the spreadsheet. He stared at the question mark beside Mum's name.
“How far back?” he asked her.
She sat down.
“Let's start with the things you've actually borrowed.”
I left them at the table. In my room, I sent Adebayo the wording I had seen on the list and the name of the person holding it. Then I put the phone down and worked on my own application for twenty minutes before checking it again.
What the Room Heard
Gareth found the clip in a conversation about raffle prizes.
He called on Saturday afternoon while I was trying to make the first page of my portfolio statement sound less like somebody apologising for applying.
“It was Sana Lewis,” he said. “Her daughter was helping with the cakes. She sent it to me because she thought we'd blown a speaker.”
“Have you sent it to the police?”
“Yes. And she's sent them the file from her phone, not the one that's been through the chat. She said I could show you because you might know where it fits with your recording.”
My hand was already on the mouse.
“Send it.”
“Bea.”
“What?”
“It isn't a miracle.”
“I know.”
I did not know until I played it.
The clip was fourteen seconds long. It began with the edge of a paper cup so close to the lens that the rim looked like a white wall. Sana's daughter leaned into the picture and said something I could not hear because a short burst of music came from the speakers. Not the band. A bright electronic beat that stopped after two bars.
Then a squeal.
The phone jerked down. Somebody laughed. Gareth's voice said, “One, two. No, leave that one.”
At the far end of the hall, partly hidden behind the daughter and a display board, the service door was open.
A voice said something that might have been “tell her”.
Another voice answered. Two syllables, maybe three. Then the sound of a latch, a scrape of paper against the phone microphone, and the clip ended.
I played it again with headphones.
Then without.
Then I took the headphones off because the harder I listened, the more clearly I heard the words I expected.
Mum appeared in the doorway carrying an empty mug.
“Is that the recording?”
“Yes.”
“Anything useful?”
“I don't know yet.”
She came to stand behind me. I played it once without telling her what I thought the voices said.
“Someone saying ‘tell’?” she asked.
“Maybe.”
“And ‘not here’?”
I turned to her.
“What?”
“The answer. Could be ‘not here’. Or ‘come here’. It's very short.”
I wrote both possibilities down. The second voice might have been Finn. It might also have been any of several boys whose voices I knew less well. A compressed phone recording of a crowded room was not a witness willing to sit still for questions.
“What can you actually compare?” Mum asked.
“The picture. The sound-check sequence. Who's where.”
“Then start with that.”
I opened the full silent workprint and went to the break. On the wide shot, Sam crossed the edge of the passage with the camera case. A woman in a yellow blouse moved away from the drinks table. Gareth disappeared beneath the small desk. The keyboard player bent to retrieve something from the stage.
The first time I scrubbed through, I missed the match entirely.
It was Mum who saw the girl's striped sleeve.
“There. By the white board.”
I stopped.
Sana and her daughter were almost directly below the gallery. In my recording they occupied a small piece of the left edge. The daughter raised one hand to her ear. A moment later, Gareth emerged, reached across the desk and turned towards somebody offscreen.
I put the two pictures side by side.
The daughter's hand moved in both. The white cup lowered in both. The woman in yellow passed behind them in the same direction. It was not a perfect laboratory synchronisation, but it established which part of the break the phone had recorded. The caption in the group chat said “sound check before everything”, which was wrong. This happened after the speeches, before the band began.
“Could there have been another squeal?” Mum asked.
“Yes. There were a few during setup. But not with these people making the same movements.”
I marked the matching visual actions on a separate reference copy. I left the source files alone.
The service door opened before the daughter covered her ear. From my camera angle, only the moving edge showed. From Sana's phone, there was a dark shape beyond the display board. Not enough face, not enough body. I could not even say whether the two voices came from the passage or from people near the phone.
I hated the smallness of it.
I also knew how dangerous it would be to pretend it was larger.
Gareth answered on speaker when I called back.
“I've matched it to the break,” I said. “The hand over the ear and the woman with the yellow blouse line up.”
“Good. I told them it was probably then.”
“Do you remember saying ‘leave that one’?”
“To the keyboard player. He was about to unplug the wrong lead.”
“What were you testing?”
“The main speakers after the recorder died. Different problem. The recorder had lost power. The squeal was a microphone too close to a monitor. Two ways for an evening to go wrong at once.”
“Was the service door open?”
“Probably. People were moving through all evening.”
“Did you hear anyone arguing?”
He was quiet for a moment.
“I heard people sounding annoyed. It's an event. Half the room was annoyed about something. I can't give you an argument now because one would be useful.”
“All right.”
“I've listened to those voices as well. Don't put names on them yourself.”
“I haven't.”
“Good.”
After the call, I sent the visual comparison to Adebayo with a description of what it showed and what it did not. I included Gareth's explanation of the sound-check sequence and said he had already spoken to them.
Then I shut the laptop.
The room became very quiet. Outside, somebody was mowing a patch of grass too small to justify the noise. I could hear the mower turning every few seconds.
Mum sat on the bed.
“You look disappointed.”
“I wanted it to be clearer.”
“I know.”
“What if there's never anything clear?”
She held the mug between both hands, though it was empty.
“Then they keep putting together what there is.”
“That sounds terrible.”
“It probably is.”
I sat beside her. There was a sock on the floor with a hair clip attached to it. I picked it up, detached the clip and put the sock in the laundry basket with more care than it needed.
“I keep thinking I could have left the camera sound on,” I said.
“You didn't delete the cards.”
“I know. But I could have had another copy.”
“Yes.”
She did not tell me there was no point thinking about it. There wasn't, but that had never stopped anybody.
After a while she said, “Denise asked us to come at seven. She doesn't want a lot of people, and she doesn't want everyone staying until midnight because they can't work out how to leave.”
“The little gathering?”
“Yes. Her sister's brought food. Alice chose some drawings. We can go, eat something, say what we need to say and come home.”
“Is Finn going?”
“I don't know.”
I looked at the closed laptop.
“Do I have to be normal if he is?”
“No. You have to be civil unless there's a reason not to be. Normal is too much to ask of anybody this week.”
When she left, I opened the clip once more, but watched it without headphones. Sana's daughter was trying not to spill her drink. Her mother was filming because the evening had been funny before it became anything else.
For the first time, I noticed the girl's expression after the squeal: offended, then laughing at herself.
Fourteen seconds in which almost everyone was still having an ordinary night.
I closed it again.
The Room Upstairs
Denise's sister had brought enough food for a much larger gathering and solved the problem by putting half of it straight into the freezer.
“That's next week dealt with,” she said, handing Mum a bag of bread rolls. “Don't let anybody tell me off for the foil.”
There were twelve of us in the house when we arrived. People stood in doorways with plates because sitting down seemed too definite. The television was off. On the mantelpiece, Alice had arranged six of Rowan's drawings using mugs as supports.
The pigeon king occupied the middle.
“I picked the ones he'd be annoyed about,” she told me.
“Why?”
“Because people keep calling him inspiring.”
I looked at a drawing of a man fighting a self-service checkout.
“He'd like that choice.”
“You don't know.”
“No,” I said. “I think he might.”
She considered the correction and handed me a plate.
Jules was sitting on the floor by the bookcase, cutting a piece of bread in half with a knife too blunt for the job. She had brought a little cardboard bus stop from her animation set. Rowan had drawn an advert for it: a pigeon selling insurance to other pigeons.
“He made the policy exclusions longer than the advert,” she said. “You can't even read them in the shot.”
Alice knelt beside her.
“What do they say?”
“No cover for preventable bread-related incidents.”
Alice laughed so suddenly that the room went quiet around it. Then Denise told everybody to stop looking at her daughter, and the conversations resumed.
I ate a roll standing beside the kitchen doorway. Sam had come with us, though he had spent most of the journey saying he should not. Denise had looked him in the face when he arrived and said she was glad he had come. Nothing more. He was now washing things that did not need washing because it gave him somewhere to put his hands.
Finn arrived at half past seven with Clare.
He wore a clean grey shirt. There were shadows under his eyes, and a small dressing on one knuckle. He gave Denise flowers that she put in the sink because all the vases were already full.
“Sorry,” Clare said. “I should have asked.”
“They're lovely,” Denise said. “I'm just running out of horizontal space.”
Finn saw me and stopped for half a second before coming over.
“Hi.”
“Hi.”
He looked towards the drawings.
“I remember that one.”
“The checkout?”
“Yeah. He said it was based on Dad.”
“It was based on everybody's dad,” Jules said from the floor.
Finn smiled. “Fair.”
For a while he was easy to be around. He told Alice about Rowan making a paper moustache for a statue during an art trip. I had forgotten that, though I had been there. The teacher spent ten minutes trying not to laugh while telling us it was disrespectful.
“He made you take the picture,” Finn said to me.
“He made three of us take it. He didn't trust anyone to get the angle.”
“That sounds right.”
Alice asked whether we still had it. I said I would look and send it privately if I did.
Then Finn said, “He always wanted people to see things differently.”
The sentence changed the air for me. It was smooth enough to put beneath a photograph. Jules looked down at her cardboard bus stop.
“He mostly wanted the statue to have a moustache,” she said.
Finn laughed, a little too late.
“Yeah. Obviously.”
I went upstairs because Denise had asked me to help Alice find a charger in Rowan's room. Alice went ahead and sat cross-legged on the bed while I searched the drawer she pointed to.
The room smelled faintly of paper and the deodorant he had used too much of. There were three different kinds of tape on the desk. A mug held dead pens. On the wall, a calendar still showed May because he liked the picture better than June's.
I had been in the room often enough that my body remembered where not to step. The floorboard beside the bed squeaked. The wardrobe door caught on a fold in the carpet. None of that knowledge helped with being there now.
“Blue cable,” Alice said. “Not the black one. The black one only works if you threaten it.”
I found the blue cable tangled around a ruler.
“Do you want this here or downstairs?”
“Downstairs.”
She did not move.
I sat on the floor beside the desk.
“People keep saying he's still with us,” she said.
I waited.
“He isn't. They can't say that and then get sad when I ask where.”
“No.”
“Do you think I'm horrible?”
“No.”
She picked at a loose thread on the duvet.
“I don't want to go back to school. I do want to go back to school. I don't want anyone to ask anything.”
“That sounds difficult.”
“It is.”
We sat there until she was ready to stand. I did not try to find a sentence that would make it less true.
On the landing, we heard Finn talking in the kitchen below.
“I took the jacket back as soon as the speeches finished,” he was saying. “Before the break, really. It was too warm.”
I stopped with my hand on the banister.
Gareth answered. I had not noticed him arrive.
“It was on my chair after the first set. Val shifted it.”
“Someone else must have used it.”
“Could have.”
Finn said something I could not hear. A cupboard closed.
Alice looked at me.
“What?”
“Nothing you need to do anything about.”
It was not a complete answer, but it was an honest boundary. She went downstairs ahead of me.
In the kitchen, Finn was drying a plate Sam had washed. Sam's shoulders were tight. Gareth stood by the back door with a glass of water.
“You borrowed Sam's jacket?” I asked Finn.
“I told you that.”
“To move equipment.”
“Yes.”
“And returned it before the break?”
He put the plate down.
“Bea. Not here.”
The words struck me before I could decide whether they sounded like the recording. I had heard two uncertain syllables too many times that afternoon. Now any ordinary phrase risked becoming what I wanted it to be.
I looked at Sam instead.
“Do you need help?”
“No.”
He handed Finn another plate, not quite gently.
I went into the garden. The grass had grown long around the washing line. Denise's sister was sitting on the back step smoking a cigarette she kept holding away from the house.
“Too many people?” she asked.
“A bit.”
She moved her foot to make room on the step.
Inside, somebody laughed. A chair scraped. Alice was explaining one of the drawings to Clare in a voice that sounded almost impatient enough to be ordinary.
“I don't know what to do with my face,” I said.
Denise's sister looked at me.
“Neither do I, love.”
We sat without solving it.
Before we left, Denise gave me a container of food. I tried to refuse because people were meant to be bringing things to her.
“Take it,” she said. “My freezer isn't a portal.”
At the door, Finn touched my sleeve.
“Can we leave it tonight?”
I looked at his hand until he took it away.
“Yes,” I said. “Tonight.”
His relief was immediate, and I wished I could tell what it belonged to.
In the car, I told Mum what I had heard about the jacket. I did not play the clip for her again. At home I wrote down Finn's words, where I had been standing, and who had been in the kitchen. Gareth and Sam could give their own accounts.
Then I found the photograph of the statue with the paper moustache.
Rowan was in the edge of the frame, laughing so hard that one eye had closed. I sent it to Alice with no caption.
A Very Public Friend
The interview appeared on Sunday morning between a report about roadworks and a photograph of somebody's unusually large sunflower.
Finn stood outside the library with the centre's old noticeboard behind him. The title called him a friend of Rowan Bell and a voice for the town's young people. I wondered whether he had chosen that phrase or simply failed to refuse it.
I watched it at the kitchen table while Mum read the paper. Sam was still asleep.
For the first minute, Finn talked about the centre. He said it had given him somewhere to make things without being told he was in the way. That was true. He said Rowan had helped younger students with drawings and poster designs. Also true.
Then the interviewer asked about rumours online.
Finn looked down before answering. The pause was familiar. I had seen him use it when he wanted a thought to look difficult.
“People are frightened,” he said. “And some people have made mistakes. There's been footage cut, and statements changed. I don't think attacking a girl who's already admitted she wasn't honest about her brother is going to help Rowan's family.”
Mum lowered the paper.
“Did he just say—”
“Yes.”
I kept watching.
The interviewer said they would not discuss unverified allegations. Finn nodded immediately, as though that had been his point all along.
“Exactly. We need to let the police do their job. I gave back everything I was responsible for, and I've answered their questions. That's all any of us can do.”
The interview returned to the future of the centre. Finn smiled briefly at someone behind the camera. In the last frame, he looked like a tired, decent person carrying more than he should have to.
I put the phone down.
Mum folded the paper slowly.
“Who told him about your statement?”
“I did. Not all of it. Enough.”
“And now he's told everyone while saying they shouldn't attack you.”
“Yes.”
The first message arrived before we had finished talking. A girl from English asked whether it was true. Then a boy I barely knew sent a question mark and a screenshot.
Mum held out her hand.
“Not to take it,” she said when I hesitated. “Just to turn off the notifications properly.”
I gave her the phone.
Sam came downstairs in the same T-shirt he had slept in. He took one look at us and stopped by the kettle.
“What now?”
I played the relevant section. His face changed before it ended.
“I'll ring him.”
“No,” Mum said.
“He can't do that.”
“He has done it. You shouting down a phone won't undo it.”
Sam reached for his own phone anyway.
“Sam.”
He put it on the counter so hard that the spoon beside it jumped.
For a second nobody spoke.
Then he said, “Sorry,” to Mum, not to the spoon, and sat down.
I expected to feel mostly angry. Instead I felt exposed in an old, childish way, like discovering somebody had read a private note aloud. Finn had not invented my lie. He had taken a truth I was still trying to deal with and put it somewhere he could stand behind it.
I opened a reply to him.
You don't get to pretend you're protecting me.
I stared at the sentence. It was accurate. It was also the beginning of an argument he could screenshot, crop or answer in public.
I did not send it.
Mum contacted the interviewer through the address under the article. She said I was seventeen, that the interview had identified me through context while discussing an active investigation, and that she wanted the passage reviewed. She did not threaten anyone or claim a law she had not checked. She asked for a direct response.
I wrote separately to Adebayo with the link and the exact sentence about returning everything. I added what I had seen in the equipment list the day before. The detective might already have both. I did not need to be first; I needed not to leave them disconnected in my own head.
At eleven, I went to work.
Lou met me at the staff entrance.
“We're not discussing it with customers,” she said.
“Have people asked?”
“One did. I told him we sell groceries.”
I nearly smiled.
“He bought a paper and left,” she added. “Which is an excellent outcome.”
She put me with Zoe on the delivery cages. We worked through boxes of tins and pasta while the shop filled with Sunday voices. Zoe did not ask about the interview. After a while she told me about a driving lesson in which she had stalled at the same roundabout three times and begun to feel the road itself was judging her.
“That roundabout does have a personality,” I said.
“A bad one.”
We stacked tomatoes in silence for a few minutes.
Then she said, “I watched enough to know he was being a dick.”
I looked at her.
“You don't have to say anything,” she added. “I just didn't want you thinking everyone heard it the way he wanted.”
My eyes filled so suddenly that I turned towards a shelf of kidney beans.
“Thanks.”
She handed me another tin.
By lunchtime, the interview had been changed. The local site had removed the passage about me and added a brief note that it had been edited to avoid repeating personal allegations during the inquiry. Copies remained elsewhere. Nothing disappeared completely once people had decided it was interesting.
Finn messaged at one.
I wasn't trying to hurt you. I said people should leave you alone.
I read it in the staff room while somebody's soup rotated in the microwave.
Then I wrote: You told them something private while saying they shouldn't discuss it. Don't do that again.
I sent it before I could add an apology.
His reply came almost at once.
You told the police about mine.
I sat very still.
A minute later, the message disappeared and was replaced by another.
Sorry. That came out wrong.
I had already seen it. I took a screenshot of the conversation, including my own message, and saved it with the others. Not because it proved what had happened to Rowan. Because I no longer wanted to rely on remembering Finn's meaning after he had changed the words.
At the end of my shift, Mum was waiting outside with a bottle of water and no questions for the first five minutes of the walk home.
Then she said, “Mrs Pemberton called.”
I stopped.
“They found the storage address.”
“Where?”
Mum looked at me before answering.
“Twenty-one Birch Road.”
The House on Birch Road
I knew the house by its back gate better than by its number.
When we were children, Finn's grandmother kept boiled sweets in a tin shaped like a postbox on the kitchen shelf. We had to ask for one, and she always pretended to count them afterwards. The garden had a plum tree that dropped fruit onto the path in August. Finn and I once tried to build a trap for wasps using half a plastic bottle and made a place where wasps could gather more efficiently.
There was a piano in the front room with three keys that did not sound right. Height marks on the pantry door. A radiator that clicked before the heating came on.
It was not a sinister house. I had to keep reminding myself of that.
Mum and I did not go there.
Instead we met Mrs Pemberton and Finn's grandmother at the library annex later that afternoon, because Mrs Pemberton was checking which stored items could be returned without sending volunteers to a property nobody had permission to enter.
Patricia Sayer wore a raincoat despite the clear sky. Her sister Winnie came with her and complained about the car park before she had taken her seat.
“Beatrice,” Patricia said. “You still look like your mother around the eyes.”
“I am here,” Mum said.
“I know, Ruth. That's how I can compare.”
For one dangerous second, it felt like an ordinary family acquaintance we had neglected for too long.
Mrs Pemberton explained that the police had been told about the storage records. She needed the practical arrangements clarified for the board as well. Nobody was asking us to investigate the house.
Patricia put a ring of keys on the table, then drew them back towards her.
“I offered the front room for the display boards,” she said. “Not the whole contents of the centre. The leak was in the back bedroom. Downstairs is dry.”
“Who arranged it?” Mrs Pemberton asked.
“Clare asked whether they could use the room for a fortnight. Finn said he'd bring things over after the event. He has a key.”
“Did you see what he brought?”
“No. I was already at Winnie's. The plumber had turned the water off. I'm not living in a house where I have to make an appointment to use a toilet.”
Winnie nodded firmly.
“Did Finn stay there?” Mum asked.
Patricia looked at her.
“He's worked there on his films. I let him use the table because he says his father comes into his room without knocking. Teenagers need somewhere to spread things out.”
“Has he lived there?”
“No.”
The answer was plain enough to make the room uncomfortable.
Mrs Pemberton looked down at the list.
“There's a soft equipment bag on this page,” she said. “Do you know anything about that?”
Patricia shook her head.
“I haven't been in since the Wednesday before the event. Winnie went round on Monday to collect my tablets and the brown shoes.”
“The good brown shoes,” Winnie said. “Not the ones by the door.”
“Did you see bags or cases?” I asked.
Winnie considered it.
“Display boards in the front room. A black holdall on the table. Something blue on the floor. I didn't inspect them. I was looking for shoes my sister had put somewhere sensible.”
Patricia made a small noise of disagreement.
“What sort of blue thing?” I asked.
“A box. Maybe a case. I can't tell you more than that.”
The blue hard case had already been returned to the hire shop on Saturday. Whatever Winnie saw on Monday could have been another box entirely. I wrote that in my head before the colour could become what I wanted.
Patricia watched me.
“Is this about the missing camera?”
“Different equipment,” Mum said. “Bea's original recording cards haven't been found. She's told the police what she knows.”
Patricia's hand closed over the keys.
“Finn said he'd returned the cameras.”
“He did return at least one case,” I said. “The cards weren't in it when the shop checked.”
“And you think they're at my house.”
“They might have been put in the soft bag. I don't know.”
She looked away towards the window.
“I rang him this morning,” she said. “He didn't answer. That's not unusual. Young people treat phones as everything except something to answer.”
No one laughed, though the sentence had been offered for that purpose.
Mrs Pemberton asked permission to give the police Patricia's contact details and the account of who had access. Patricia agreed. Winnie wanted to know whether someone would tell them before arriving. Mrs Pemberton said she could pass on the request, not make promises on anyone else's behalf.
The meeting lasted twenty minutes. It felt much longer.
When we stood, Patricia touched my arm.
“I heard about the film,” she said.
I did not know which film she meant, or which version of what had happened.
“I made mistakes,” I said.
“We all do.”
I looked at her tired face and understood how useful that sentence could be, and how little it settled.
Outside, Winnie asked Mum where we had parked. Mum said we had walked.
“Good for you,” Winnie said in a tone that made it sound like an unusual hobby.
Patricia remained beside me while her sister found the car key.
“Finn used to say you could mend anything on a computer,” she said.
“He exaggerated.”
“He often does.”
The small concession seemed to surprise her. She looked at the library doors, then back at me.
“When you see him, tell him to ring me.”
“I will.”
On the walk home, I remembered the pantry door. Finn had once insisted on standing on a book for his height mark because I had grown faster that year. Patricia caught him and made a second mark labelled WITH BOOK. We had laughed about it for years.
It was a tiny thing. A child wanting to be taller. I did not want to turn every memory into an early warning, as though we had been given a complete explanation of him at nine and failed to read it.
“Mum?”
“Yes.”
“Do people always know what their children are like?”
She took a few steps before answering.
“They know parts. Sometimes very well. Sometimes they know an older version and take too long to notice it's changed.”
“Do you?”
“With you?”
“Yes.”
She looked at me.
“I'm trying to keep up.”
I nodded. That felt like enough for the moment.
At home, there was an email from Adebayo asking me to confirm the time of the photograph showing the card wallet in the open case. She had the image already. She wanted the original message thread in which I told Finn where I had packed it.
I opened the conversation.
Cards in blue-latch case. Please don't let the hire shop wipe them. Need original sound Monday.
Got it. Go to bed, Bee.
I had read the exchange so many times that the words had become almost flat. Now the instruction sounded different. Go to bed. Stop watching. Leave the rest to me.
That was an interpretation, not something the message said. I sent the unaltered thread without adding it.
The Missing Card
By Monday, people at college had learned to lower their voices badly when I entered a room.
The effort was sometimes worse than the talking. A conversation would stop halfway through a sentence, leaving everyone looking at a noticeboard or an unopened bottle of water. I wanted them either to ask me or to become much better at pretending.
In the media room, someone had taken my usual chair.
It was not an act of aggression. There were no assigned seats. The boy in it was trying to fix a title that kept appearing outside the safe area of his frame, and he looked genuinely surprised when he noticed me standing beside him.
“Do you need this computer?”
“No. It's fine.”
I took a place by the window. For a moment I had the unreasonable feeling that everything I had done before Friday was being quietly reassigned.
Ms Delaney came in with a box of old sketchbooks for the foundation applicants to look through. She explained that none of them was a perfect example. Some belonged to students who had been accepted, some to students who had changed direction, and one to a student who had decided after three months that she wanted to become an electrician.
“Do not copy the appearance of development,” she said. “Actually develop something. A page of arrows and coffee stains doesn't prove you thought.”
I opened a sketchbook full of careful drawings of hinges. The student had spent six pages trying to make a paper object open without tearing. It was the first thing I had seen all morning that did not make me feel watched.
Delaney stopped beside me.
“Tomorrow's portfolio session,” she said quietly. “Your mother can come at the beginning if that's useful. We can explain the practical options together.”
“Mum's working.”
“She said she could swap an hour. I spoke to her about travel support, with your permission from last week.”
I had forgotten that conversation entirely.
“Right. Yes.”
“Bea, look at me.”
I did.
“You don't have to make every decision tomorrow. We are going to look at what you have and what you can realistically do next.”
“That sounds less like a portfolio session.”
“It is an unusually useful sort.”
She moved on before I could ask whether useful meant less ambitious.
At break, Imani found me on the back steps with the hinge sketchbook balanced on my knees.
“You've joined engineering.”
“Paper engineering.”
“Respectable field.”
She sat beside me. For a few seconds neither of us knew what to do with our hands. Then she put hers on the step between us, palm up, and I took it.
It was ridiculous how much courage that required in daylight.
“Was your dad all right about Friday?” I asked.
“He asked whether you needed a better tripod.”
“What does that mean?”
“It means he saw the leg catch when you packed it.”
“Oh.”
“Possibly also something else. I'm choosing not to investigate.”
My phone vibrated against the sketchbook.
Unknown number.
I nearly ignored it. Then the message preview appeared.
It's Finn. My phone's playing up. I found something you might need.
I felt my hand tighten around Imani's.
“What is it?” she asked.
I showed her.
“Don't answer before you breathe,” she said.
I took a breath that sounded annoyed because I was frightened.
What have you found?
The reply took two minutes.
The card wallet. It got put in the soft bag. I thought everything had gone back with the hard case.
For a moment I could see nothing except the words. The wallet existed somewhere outside the repeated image on my screen. Somebody could put it on a table. Somebody could open it.
“Tell the officer,” Imani said.
I nodded, but my fingers had already started a reply.
Where is it?
With me. I was sorting stuff from Nan's.
Take it to the police. They've been looking for it.
Three dots appeared, disappeared, returned.
Can I talk to you first?
I looked at Imani. She shook her head once, not ordering me, just answering the question in my face.
About what?
There are things on it that aren't for everyone.
My stomach turned.
Do you mean the fundraiser recording?
I mean private things. People talking. You know what raw footage is like.
I did. It contained mistakes, background conversations, the person behind the camera coughing or asking somebody to move a bag. It also contained an evening the police were trying to reconstruct.
Don't change anything, I wrote. Give it to them as it is.
He called.
I let it ring once, twice, then answered with Imani beside me. I did not put it on speaker. I did not record it. I wished afterwards that I had thought more clearly, but wishing was not a method for going back.
“Bee.”
His voice was low and rough.
“Where are you?” I asked.
“Does it matter?”
“Yes.”
“At home. Near home. I'm not doing anything stupid.”
“I didn't say you were.”
“I found the wallet. That's what you wanted, isn't it?”
“What I wanted was for it not to be missing.”
He breathed out sharply.
“Can you not do that?”
“Do what?”
“Make every sentence a test.”
I closed my eyes. Imani's hand was still in mine.
“I'm asking you to return it,” I said.
“I will. I just need to explain.”
“Explain to the police.”
“They won't understand how things get mixed up after an event. They'll think I meant to keep it.”
“Did you?”
“No.”
The answer came too quickly for me to trust it, but speed was not proof of anything. I was tired of needing to remind myself of that about every movement he made.
“You told me the cards were in the case when it went back,” I said.
“I thought they were.”
“You said you'd checked.”
“I checked the garage. I didn't check every bag at Nan's.”
“Then take the bag too.”
He was quiet.
Somewhere near him a door closed. I could hear traffic, though he had said he was at home. Or near home. He had already left himself both versions.
“Do you still have the silent file?” he asked.
“Yes.”
“The whole one?”
“Yes.”
Another silence.
“Why?” I asked.
“I thought you cut it.”
“I cut the highlights. I kept the full viewing copy.”
“Oh.”
The word was very small.
“The police have it,” I said.
“I know.”
But I was no longer sure he had known before that moment.
He began saying something about the original sound. Then stopped and asked whether I was alone.
“No.”
“Who are you with?”
“Imani.”
He gave a short laugh that contained no pleasure.
“Of course.”
“Don't.”
“What?”
“Whatever you were going to make that mean.”
He said he had to go. Before I could answer, the call ended.
I wrote down as much as I could while it was still fresh. Imani sat without reading over my shoulder. When I had finished, she asked whether I wanted her to come with me to the office to call Mum.
“Yes,” I said.
Mum answered from the pharmacy's back room. I could hear the refrigerator humming behind her.
“He says he has the wallet,” I told her.
“Have you told the police?”
“I'm doing that next.”
“Do it now. I'll ring you back when I've spoken to my manager.”
Adebayo was not immediately available. The officer who took the message asked me to send screenshots and not arrange to meet Finn. He said any equipment should be handed to police, not passed between students.
I sent everything I had, including the unfamiliar number and a note about the call.
At lunchtime, Finn messaged again.
You're at the portfolio thing tomorrow, aren't you? I can give it back then.
I stared at the words. We had signed up for the session weeks earlier, sitting side by side in this same building. He had joked that our futures depended on whether a broken printer would release the forms.
I replied: Give it to the police. I am not collecting it from you privately.
He did not answer.
For the rest of the afternoon, every time the door opened, I looked up.
No More Borrowed Truths
Sam wanted to go to Birch Road.
He did not say it immediately. He stood at the kitchen counter while Mum read the messages, then asked whether Finn's grandmother had given anybody permission to collect the centre equipment.
Mum looked up.
“No.”
“I haven't asked anything yet.”
“You've asked it sideways.”
“He's got the cards. Bea needs the cards. We know where he was keeping things.”
“And the police know,” Mum said. “That is the useful part of this conversation.”
Sam folded his arms.
“He's messing her about.”
“Yes,” she said. “He is.”
The agreement seemed to take some force out of him. He had been preparing to persuade us that there was a problem, not to deal with our knowing it already.
“I could just ask him,” he said.
“You could also get into an argument at an empty house about evidence in a death investigation,” Mum said. “We're not choosing that.”
He looked at me.
I knew what he wanted. A small signal that we understood each other better than Mum understood either of us. The old arrangement: she would be sensible, and we would quietly do the thing that needed doing.
“No,” I said.
He dropped his eyes.
“I wasn't asking you to lie.”
“I know. But I don't want another thing we're keeping between us because we think it protects someone.”
Mum put the phone down.
“We're all frightened,” she said. “That doesn't give any of us special permission.”
The kitchen was warm. A pan of potatoes had begun to hiss because nobody was watching it. Sam turned down the heat without speaking.
Adebayo called at six.
Mum stayed beside me while I explained the messages again. The detective asked which number Finn usually used, whether he had said precisely where he was, and whether I had agreed to receive the wallet.
“No,” I said. “I told him to take it to you.”
“Keep doing that. Don't go looking for him or the equipment.”
“He knows I'm at college tomorrow.”
“What for?”
I explained the portfolio appointment. She asked for the time and the name of the staff member. She said she would speak to the college. She did not ask me to lure him there, keep him talking, or make any arrangement on their behalf.
“If he contacts you again, send it through,” she said. “If he arrives somewhere unexpectedly, don't try to stop him or take anything by force. Find an adult member of staff or an officer.”
“All right.”
“Has he threatened you?”
I thought about the deleted message after the interview, the way he had asked whether I was alone, the pressure in his voice. None of it was a direct threat.
“No. He's asking me to hear him before he returns things.”
“And how do you feel about that?”
“Like he thinks I owe him.”
She waited.
“I don't want to be alone with him,” I said.
“Then you won't be.”
After the call, Mum spoke to Ms Delaney. They agreed I could still attend the appointment with Mum, entering through the main reception and remaining with staff. The college would manage its visitors. I was not to make contact with Finn to tell him where I would be sitting or when I would leave.
It was practical, unglamorous and exactly what I needed.
Then Finn called from his usual number.
I let it go to voicemail.
The recording lasted forty-two seconds. For the first five, he said nothing. I could hear wind against the microphone.
“Bea. I don't want this to get worse. I know you think I'm making excuses. I'm not. There are things I should have told you. But if I give them the card without explaining, they'll take one bit and make it mean something it doesn't. You know that happens. You've done enough editing to know. Just let me talk to you. Not everyone else. You.”
He stopped, then added, more quietly, “Please.”
I listened once. Mum asked whether I wanted to listen again. I said no.
Sam had come back into the kitchen. He stood in the doorway with a dishcloth in one hand.
“He sounds scared,” he said.
“He does,” Mum agreed.
“What if he really did just move the wallet?”
The question hung between us. It was one I had asked myself so often that it had worn a groove. What if I was taking his shame about the application and using it to explain something far worse? What if all the separate small lies were only separate small lies?
“Then returning it helps him,” Mum said.
Sam looked at the phone.
“I suppose.”
I saved the voicemail and sent it with the other messages. Then I replied by text.
You can explain to the police. Please don't contact me about meeting alone. Return the wallet and the bag without changing anything.
I read it twice before sending. There was no cleverness in it. No line that would make him understand how frightened or angry I was. It simply told him what I would and would not do.
He answered twenty minutes later.
I thought you of all people would understand needing someone on your side.
I put the phone face down.
Mum was peeling a damaged bit from a potato.
“You don't have to answer every sentence,” she said.
“I know.”
I left it unanswered.
After dinner, Sam knocked on my door. He had brought the old tripod from the cupboard because one leg had been sticking when I packed it on Friday. Gideon had noticed. Apparently Imani had mentioned it to him, and he had told Sam in a message about returning another borrowed lead.
“It's not complicated,” Sam said. “There's grit in the catch.”
I watched him work at my desk. He laid each small screw on a folded towel instead of scattering them across the surface. When he did not know which way a part fitted, he took a photograph before removing it.
“You don't have to fix things for me to be all right with you,” I said.
He kept looking at the catch.
“Are you all right with me?”
“Sometimes. Not all the time.”
He nodded.
“That's probably fair.”
He cleaned the mechanism with a soft brush and put it back together. The leg slid properly.
“Try it,” he said.
I did.
“Thank you.”
He shrugged, then picked up the screws he had not used and counted them with sudden alarm.
“Those are from the drawer,” I said. “Not the tripod.”
“Oh. Good.”
For the first time that evening, we both laughed.
At the door, he stopped.
“I wanted to go because it would be something I could do,” he said. “Not because I thought I knew better than everyone.”
“I know.”
“Maybe a bit because I thought I knew better.”
“I know that too.”
He smiled without looking pleased with himself.
When he had gone, I packed my portfolio drive, the repaired tripod and a notebook for the morning. I put the phone on the far side of the room. It lit twice before I slept, but neither message was from Finn.
Until the Phone Rings
On Tuesday morning, the printer ate the last page of my statement.
It took the sheet in confidently, stopped halfway through and made a grinding noise that suggested it had reconsidered the value of education. Sam stood over it in his interview trousers with one sock on.
“Don't pull,” he said.
“I wasn't pulling.”
“You had a pulling expression.”
He opened the back panel, removed the paper in three pieces and looked at the ink on his fingers.
“Email it.”
“They asked for a paper copy as well.”
“Then print it at college.”
It was such an obvious solution that I resented needing to hear it.
His interview was for a kitchen job at a garden centre two buses away. He had told them he could work weekends, evenings and any shift that did not begin before the first bus. He had not asked me to improve the truth of that last part.
“Is the shirt all right?” he asked.
I looked properly. It was too tight across his shoulders when he moved his arms.
“Can you sit down in it?”
He sat. The second button strained.
“Different shirt,” I said.
He sighed and went upstairs.
Mum rang at nine to say her colleague was late and she would have to meet me at college rather than come home first. I could hear somebody asking where the insect-bite cream was while she spoke.
“Stay by reception,” she said. “Delaney knows you're coming. I'll be there before the appointment.”
“I can walk with you from work.”
“Bea, you don't need to collect your mother from her job.”
“No. Right.”
“And eat something that isn't the corner of toast.”
The corner of toast was already in my hand.
I made another piece.
The online portfolio workshop I had meant to join at ten began while I was still helping Sam find the details of the bus change. By the time I opened the link, the speaker was halfway through an explanation of observational work and the chat was full of questions I could not follow. I closed it and watched the recording later, telling myself that missing the live session was not the same as missing my future.
I had become very bad at believing that sort of distinction when it concerned me.
Imani sent a photograph from a train: her shoes under a small table, a folder on the opposite seat and a coffee balanced in a place that looked structurally unwise.
Interview day, she wrote. If I spill this on the prints, remember me kindly.
I had forgotten she was visiting the course in Manchester.
Good luck. Don't put the coffee there.
Too late. I've moved it somewhere worse.
I called her. She answered in a whisper because she was in the quiet carriage and considered this partly my fault.
“Are you nervous?” I asked.
“Violently.”
“You don't look nervous.”
“You can see my shoes.”
“They look composed.”
She laughed softly.
I wanted to tell her about Finn's voicemail again, about the fact that I had slept badly, about the knot beneath my ribs. Instead I asked what she was showing first.
“The bus photograph. The one with Dad checking under the seat.”
“Good.”
“Then the market series. Then probably my whole personality by accident.”
“They'll like that.”
“You don't know.”
“No. But I do.”
She was quiet for a moment.
“That's a good thing to say before an interview,” she told me.
I smiled at the kitchen wall.
When the call ended, a message from Finn was waiting.
I'll bring the bag. I can't keep doing this.
No time, no place. I forwarded it to the officer's contact address and replied with the instruction I had already given: take it to the police, or hand it directly to college reception if he was coming there. I would not meet him alone or take it somewhere for him.
He read the message. There was no answer.
At college, Mr Costa on reception checked my name and asked me to wait in the small seating area beside the office rather than outside the media rooms. He did not make it sound dramatic. He offered me a glass of water and asked whether I needed to charge my phone.
I sat beneath a poster about attendance and tried not to count how many days I had missed parts of.
Students came through in groups, complaining about heat, deadlines and the price of the vending machine. A boy dropped a folder, scattering printed photographs across the floor. I helped him gather them. They showed his grandfather's allotment in winter, the same bare patch from six different angles.
“He says nothing happens there in January,” the boy told me. “That's what I'm trying to show isn't true.”
I handed him a photograph of frost on a netted cabbage.
“This one's good.”
“Thanks.”
He went upstairs without recognising me. I held on to the small relief of that.
Mum arrived with two sandwiches and a face that said she had dealt with enough people before lunch. She sat beside me and put her bag on the floor.
“Your brother got there,” she said.
“The interview?”
“Yes. He sent a picture of the garden centre sign as evidence.”
“Very thorough.”
“Don't start.”
We ate. Mine had too much mustard. Mum offered to swap, then admitted hers was the same.
Ms Delaney collected us at noon. The room she had booked had a round table, a screen and no intimidating rows of chairs. She asked to see the shoe-repair film first.
I watched Mum watch it. Mr Patel worked on a heel without looking up. The machine made its heavy, regular noise. When he finally answered my question, he said that people often brought him shoes they had already decided could not be mended, and seemed annoyed when he disagreed.
Mum smiled.
Delaney stopped the film at the end, not halfway through to explain it for me.
“This is strong,” she said. “It's patient. You trust the work enough to let us watch.”
“I cut a lot out.”
“Of course you did. Editing isn't the problem. Pretending a choice has no consequences is the problem.”
She said it once and moved on to the practical notes. The opening title was too long. One cut crossed an action awkwardly. The colour changed slightly between two shots. These were problems I understood how to address.
We looked at the bus-station exercise and the paper animation. Delaney asked me what I had learned making each one. When I began describing what other people had praised, she stopped me.
“What did you learn?”
I looked at the animation still on the screen: a paper house folding into a boat.
“That I should number the pieces before I lose one.”
Mum laughed.
“Useful,” Delaney said. “What else?”
I answered properly then. About movement, patience, how the smallest shift could make an object look as if it had decided something. For ten minutes I was not discussing my character or my errors. I was discussing a thing I could make.
My phone vibrated in my bag.
I froze.
Delaney noticed.
“We can pause.”
I looked at Mum. She nodded.
The message was from Imani.
They liked the wrapper photograph too. Dad will be unbearable.
I let out a breath so suddenly that Mum put her hand over mine.
“What?”
“Good news.”
“Then have that,” she said.
I sent Imani three exclamation marks, disliked how unlike me they looked, and left them there.
We were discussing the local foundation course when Mr Costa knocked on the door.
His expression was careful, not frightened.
“Could I have a word, Ruth?” he asked.
Mum stood. I stood too before anyone had told me to.
“Stay here a moment, Bea,” Delaney said.
Through the glass panel, I saw Mr Costa speak to Mum. Then I saw her look towards reception.
A black bag rested on the counter.
Finn was standing beside it.
The Person in the Doorway
For a second, he looked like a student who had arrived late for an appointment.
He had one hand on the bag and the other in his pocket. His hair was damp at the temples. The grey shirt from Saturday had been replaced by an old navy hoodie I remembered from a school trip, the cord missing from one side.
Mum came back into the room.
“He's left something at reception,” she said. “You're staying with us.”
“Does he want me?”
“He asked whether you were here. Mr Costa hasn't brought him through.”
Delaney moved to the door and closed it halfway, leaving the glass panel clear.
“He can hand over property without speaking to you,” she said.
I knew that. I also knew Finn had looked towards the corridor because he had seen me move. He raised his hand slightly. Not a wave. A request.
I did not go to him.
That small act took more effort than any of the questions I had asked him all week.
Through the panel, I could see Mr Costa speaking. He indicated the visitor sign-in point, then the chair beside it. Finn shook his head. He pushed the bag further onto the counter.
My phone rang in my hand.
Finn.
Mum looked at the screen.
“You don't have to answer.”
I let it stop.
Outside the main doors, two officers came up the path. One was in uniform, the other in plain clothes with a lanyard tucked under her jacket. I did not know whether they had come for Finn, the equipment or another part of the inquiry. Nobody had made me part of their arrangements.
Finn saw them.
His whole body changed before he moved. The hand in his pocket came out. He stepped back from the counter, said something to Mr Costa and turned towards the side exit leading to the covered bicycle area.
The uniformed officer called his name.
Finn did not run immediately. He pushed the door open, went through, and then I heard the scrape of a bicycle stand.
I moved towards the corridor.
Mum caught my wrist. Not hard. Enough.
“No.”
“He's going.”
“Yes.”
“I could—”
“No.”
The officer went through the side door. The plain-clothes officer remained at reception, speaking into a radio. Mr Costa stepped back from the bag and held his hands away from it as though he had suddenly remembered it was not merely lost property.
I stood with Mum's fingers around my wrist until my urge to follow had somewhere else to go. It became shaking. Then anger. Then a strange, hollow embarrassment, as if I had almost done something childish in public.
Delaney pulled a chair towards me.
“Sit.”
I sat.
The whole thing had taken less than a minute.
There was no confrontation in which I made Finn look at a screen and understand what I knew. No moment when every clue assembled itself in the right order while he listened. He had arrived with a bag, seen someone he did not want to face, and left.
The plain-clothes officer came to the room a few minutes later. She introduced herself as DC Mercer and asked whether I had spoken to Finn that day.
“Only by text. I sent the messages through.”
She nodded.
“Did you ask him to come here?”
“No. He knew about the appointment. I told him to take the bag to police, or hand it to reception if he came here. I said I wouldn't meet him alone.”
“Did he give you anything directly?”
“No.”
She asked to see the new missed call on my phone and made a note of the time.
“Is he all right?” I asked.
“We're trying to locate him and speak to him.”
“Did he get away?”
“We haven't spoken to him yet.”
It was an answer carefully limited to what she could tell me. I did not like it, but I recognised the care.
She asked whether I could identify the bag without touching it. Mum came with me to the edge of reception.
It was the centre's black soft equipment bag, with a white paint mark on one corner and a broken zip pull replaced by a ring from a key fob. I had carried microphone leads in it for two years. On the side, Rowan had drawn a small pigeon in silver marker during a long setup afternoon. The bird was wearing headphones.
“That's ours,” I said. “The centre's. I've used it.”
Mercer asked what I expected to be inside. I described the card wallet and the leads usually kept in the bag. I did not lean over the open top or point at anything I could not properly see.
“There's a note addressed to you,” she said. “We'll need to keep that with the other items for now.”
“What does it say?”
“We'll speak to you about it when we can.”
I nodded, though every part of me wanted to read it.
Mr Costa stood behind the desk holding a pen he had forgotten to put down.
“He said it was important Bea got it,” he told the officer. “Then he said perhaps I should give it to his mum. Then he changed back.”
Mercer asked him to describe the sequence from the beginning. Mum guided me away before I could remain there listening to someone else's account.
In the little meeting room, the screen still showed my paper animation. A house halfway folded into a boat. The image seemed absurdly calm.
“Do you want to stop for today?” Delaney asked.
“Yes,” I said.
There was no point proving I could sit through advice I would not hear.
She printed the practical notes for us and wrote her number at the top. Mum put them in her bag with the uneaten half of her sandwich.
Before we left, Mercer asked us to wait while staff checked the route to the main entrance. She did not make me feel dramatic for being afraid. She asked whether Finn knew where I lived. I almost laughed at the question, then realised why she had to ask.
“Yes. Since we were little.”
She gave Mum instructions about further contact and told us to call for immediate help if he arrived unexpectedly or made threats. I listened this time instead of trying to predict what would happen next.
Outside, the afternoon was bright enough to hurt my eyes. A group of students sat on the grass eating sandwiches. One of them looked up at the officers near the bicycle racks, then returned to the conversation.
Mum took my hand as we walked to the bus stop.
“You can let go,” I said after a while.
“I know.”
She did not.
On the bus, I found a message from Finn sent just before he entered reception.
Please listen to all of it before you decide.
I read it once, then showed Mum.
“Send it on,” she said.
I did.
For the rest of the journey, I watched the windows of houses pass at eye level. In one kitchen, somebody was watering a plant. In another, a man stood on a chair changing a light bulb. Things people did because they expected to use the room again tomorrow.
I wanted very badly to be one of them.
What Was Still There
The police kept the bag.
That was the first answer on Wednesday, and for most of the morning it was the only one. I had spent days wanting the cards found. Now they had been found, and I could not look at them. The work of waiting changed shape without becoming easier.
Adebayo came to the house at eleven with another officer. Caroline Dunn joined the conversation by phone for the part about my own statements. Mum sat beside me with a notebook she had bought at the supermarket, the first page already bent from being carried in her bag.
The detective asked me to describe the cards I had packed on Friday. Not what I thought might have happened afterwards. The number, the labels, which camera used which kind, where the wallet had been in the case.
I drew it on a sheet of paper because my words kept becoming less clear the more carefully I tried to choose them.
“The wallet was here,” I said, marking the lid pocket. “Not in the main compartment. There were spare batteries underneath.”
“Did you put any cards loose in the soft bag?”
“No.”
“Could someone else have done so without you seeing?”
“Yes.”
“Did you use any of the cards after the fundraiser?”
“No. I didn't have them.”
She asked about the viewing copy and how I had made it. I explained the separate export without the scratch audio, the later assembly of the evening's files, the highlights cut on Saturday. I named the folders I had given them and the backups still on my drive.
“Some of the media we received yesterday has been used since the event,” she said. “Our specialists are examining it. We need to be clear about which uses could be yours.”
“None after Friday.”
“All right.”
“Is the original gone?”
“Not all of it.”
The answer made me grip the edge of the paper.
“Can you get the rest back?”
“We'll see what can be recovered. I don't want you building expectations around a process that isn't finished.”
I nodded.
She showed me a photograph of the wallet as it had been received. Two labelled cards were where I expected them to be. Another slot contained a card with a label I had never seen. One slot was empty.
“That isn't mine,” I said, pointing to the unfamiliar label on the printed image.
“Have you seen it before?”
“No.”
“And this empty position?”
“The card with the long first-half recording should have been there. Unless it was moved to another slot.”
She let me look at the other photographs. I identified what I could. I did not find the missing card by wishing harder at the page.
The note Finn had left was handwritten on the back of a college printout. Adebayo read the relevant part aloud rather than handing me the original.
Bee, I moved things because I panicked about how it would look. I thought if it came back through you we could still explain it properly. Please don't let one part become the whole story.
Below it he had written that one card might still be in equipment at his grandmother's house, then crossed out the address and written that he was not sure.
“Do those words have a particular meaning to you?” Adebayo asked.
I looked at Mum.
“He knows I make films,” I said. “He keeps talking as if this is something I can fix by arranging it differently.”
“Has he asked you to alter a file?”
“Not directly. He said there were private things on the card. He wanted to talk before he handed it over.”
I gave the same answer I had given before. Repeating it did not make it feel more complete.
The detective asked about our childhood, not as though she expected a hidden incident to explain everything, but because Finn might go somewhere familiar. I named places we had spent time: the recreation ground, the old railway path, a friend's allotment where we had once filmed a badly planned horror short. I said which places I had not visited for years and which owners might no longer be there.
“Is he missing?” I asked.
“We haven't been able to locate him. His family are concerned. We want to speak to him as soon as possible.”
“Do you think he'll hurt someone?”
“We're taking appropriate precautions. You should not try to find him yourself.”
She did not answer the question I most wanted answered. I did not know whether that meant she could not or would not.
After they left, Mum made tea and forgot to put a bag in mine. We stood looking at the clear hot water until she said, “Well. That's where we are,” and we both laughed in a way that came very close to crying.
At three, Clare came to the door.
She had called Mum first. I heard them speak in the hall before Mum asked whether I wanted to come down. She made it a real choice. I stood at the top of the stairs for a moment, then went.
Clare sat on the edge of the armchair with both hands around her phone. She was wearing the same trainers I had noticed outside the pharmacy. One lace had come undone.
“Thank you for seeing me,” she said.
I sat on the sofa beside Mum.
“I don't have any messages you haven't heard about,” I told her. “I've given them everything.”
“I know. Helen said.”
Hearing Adebayo's first name in Clare's mouth was unsettling. Adults occupied parts of the world I did not see. They spoke to one another, made calls, learned things, while I sat waiting for my own phone to light.
“I wanted to apologise for the interview,” Clare said. “And for the conversation outside the pharmacy.”
“You don't have to—” Mum began.
“Yes, I do.”
Clare looked at me.
“I offered something useful while asking you to make things easier for my son. I told myself they were separate. They weren't.”
I did not know what to say.
“Thank you,” I managed.
She nodded, as though she had expected no more than that.
“The programme has withdrawn his provisional award,” she said after a moment. “That happened on Monday. He knew before he contacted you.”
I looked at her phone.
“Because of the form?”
“Because the information wasn't accurate. There are other questions about the application. We're cooperating with them.”
She stopped, swallowed, and began again.
“I keep wanting to tell people he's good at things. As if that answers what they're asking.”
Mum moved the tissue box closer without putting it in her hands.
“He is good at things,” I said.
Clare's eyes filled.
I wished I had not said it, then knew I was glad I had. I did not want to help erase the person he had been in order to make whatever came next easier to understand.
“He can also be very frightened of not being the best,” I added.
Clare looked down.
“Yes.”
We sat quietly. A car door closed outside. Upstairs, the floor creaked as Sam moved across his room.
“Has he ever talked to you about just leaving?” she asked.
“Lots of us talk about leaving Alderwick.”
“I don't mean going to college.”
I thought carefully before answering.
“Not in a way that made me think he was planning to disappear. He said he wanted people to stop asking what he needed. He said everyone was talking at him.”
She nodded and made a note. I could see her trying to use my words without turning them into something larger.
At the door, she asked me to tell the police immediately if he called. I said I would.
Then she said, “You don't have to make him feel better.”
It surprised me enough that I looked at her.
“Just don't try to manage him by yourself,” she said.
After she left, Mum shut the door and leaned against it.
“She's frightened,” I said.
“Yes.”
“So am I.”
Mum opened her arms. I went into them without first deciding whether I had earned it.
That evening Imani rang from home. Her interview had gone well, though she would not know the result for a while. I told her I was glad and meant it without the complicated effort it had taken the day before.
“Can you tell me something that has nothing to do with any of this?” I asked.
She considered.
“My aunt says the tart was acceptable, but only because she has lowered her standards for family.”
“That sounds serious.”
“It is. We're appealing.”
I lay on my bed and listened while she described the train journey, a woman with a very loud packet of sweets, and the strange confidence of people who already seemed to know which city would suit them.
For a while, I could hear a future that was still being made by ordinary decisions.
The Service Path
By Thursday, Finn's photograph was on the local site's front page.
It was the one I had taken of him on the rehearsal stage, the same image used in the Harcourt showcase. In the appeal, he was no longer a promising young filmmaker. He was someone police urgently wanted to locate and speak to in connection with their inquiry.
I had made him turn towards the light for that photograph. I remembered saying his shoulders looked stiff. He had asked whether I wanted him to look mysterious, and I had told him to look as if he was waiting for a bus.
Now I could not see the picture without hearing that conversation.
I did not share the appeal with a personal caption. I sent the link where the police had asked for it to be shared and left their words attached. Then I turned off the screen.
Mum was home that morning. Her manager had rearranged the rota again, not indefinitely and not without other people taking the strain. She sat at the kitchen table working out which shifts she could repay over the next fortnight.
“Do you want me to take more hours?” I asked.
“At the supermarket?”
“Yes.”
“Not to pay for this.”
“I could.”
“I know. We're all going to work out what we can do. You're not going to buy your way out of feeling bad.”
I sat opposite her.
“That sounds like something Sam would do.”
She looked at me over the rota.
“Yes.”
I deserved that enough to smile.
I spent the morning reworking the opening of the shoe-repair film. Mr Patel had watched the private copy and sent a voice message through his daughter. He liked it, but he wanted one sentence corrected because he had named the wrong kind of leather while distracted by the heel in his hand.
The correction was simple. I had another answer that covered it accurately. I changed the cut, checked that it still made sense and sent him the revised section.
It felt good to solve a problem that could actually be solved.
At lunchtime, Imani came over with a packet of biscuits and no camera. Mum let her in and immediately asked whether she wanted tea, then looked at me as though she had only just remembered that this might be a situation requiring tact.
“Tea would be good,” Imani said, saving all of us.
We sat in the garden on chairs Sam had rescued from the shed. One tilted slightly. I gave Imani the stable one and put my foot against the leg of mine.
“How are you?” she asked.
“I've become a person who checks whether every bicycle is his.”
“That sounds exhausting.”
“It is.”
She opened the biscuits.
“I don't know how to feel about him being missing,” I said.
“You don't have to choose one thing.”
“I know. I just—part of me wants him found because his mum looks terrible. Part of me wants him found because I want to ask what he did. And part of me doesn't want to see him again.”
She nodded.
“What if he says he didn't do anything?”
“Then the police still have things to look at.”
“What if I believe him?”
Imani considered that longer.
“You might want to. That's not the same as deciding he's right.”
I stared at the biscuit in my hand. I had broken it into four pieces without eating any.
“He was kind to me when other people weren't.”
“I believe you.”
“He used to make it feel less embarrassing when we couldn't afford things.”
“I believe that too.”
I looked up.
“You're not going to say it was all manipulation?”
“No. I wasn't there.”
The relief of that made me lean towards her. She met me halfway, and we kissed with the garden door open and Mum moving dishes in the kitchen. It was not private in the way Friday had been, but it was not a performance either.
When we moved apart, Imani brushed a crumb from my sleeve.
“Eat the biscuit,” she said. “You're making it suffer.”
She left at two because she had a shift helping her aunt at the café. I watched her walk to the end of the road before going inside. Mum pretended not to notice, which was the kindest option available to her.
At three seventeen, my phone rang from an unfamiliar number.
I was standing by the sink rinsing a mug. The first thing I thought was that I had missed a call from the course office. I answered with wet fingers and almost dropped the phone.
“Hello?”
“Bee.”
I turned off the tap.
Finn's voice was quiet. Behind him, wind struck the microphone in uneven bursts.
“Where are you?” I asked.
“Don't hang up.”
“I'm not hanging up. Where are you?”
Mum looked up from the table. I mouthed his name. She stood immediately and reached for her phone.
“I went back,” Finn said.
“To where?”
“The centre.”
Mum moved close enough to hear, and I put the call on speaker. I pointed to the words CENTRE on the grocery list and wrote SERVICE? beneath them with a pen that barely worked.
“Which part?” I asked.
“The path by the teaching pool. I can't get through the gate. They've put a new lock on it.”
Mum stepped into the hall and called for help. She kept the door open so I could see her.
“Stay on the path,” I said. “Don't try to get through.”
“I wasn't going to.”
“Okay.”
“I just wanted to see it.”
His breathing was fast. I could hear traffic in the distance and something rattling near the phone.
“Are you hurt?”
“No.”
“Is anyone with you?”
“No.”
Mum was speaking quietly in the hall, giving the location and Finn's name. I held the phone with both hands.
“You need to talk to the police,” I said.
“I know what you keep saying.”
“Then listen.”
“I am listening. Everyone thinks I'm not listening.”
I took a breath.
“All right. Tell me why you called.”
For a few seconds there was only wind.
“I didn't know the cover was open,” he said.
The kitchen seemed to move further away from me. The mug in the sink, the open biscuit packet, Mum's notebook on the table: all of it remained exactly where it had been, but I could not make myself look at any one thing.
“What cover?”
“The service thing. Where they go down to clear it. I thought there was ground behind him.”
Mum came back into the doorway. I looked at her, and whatever was on my face made her stop.
“Finn,” I said. “What happened?”
He made a sound that might have been a laugh if there had been any breath in it.
“He wouldn't stop talking.”
“Rowan?”
“Yes.”
“What did you do?”
“I just wanted him to stop.”
I gripped the edge of the counter.
“What did you do, Finn?”
This time he answered without finding a different way to say it.
“I pushed him.”
An Unedited Answer
I had imagined asking him the question many times. In none of those imagined conversations had the answer arrived while I was standing beside a mug with somebody else's lipstick on the rim.
“Is he there?” Mum asked quietly.
I nodded. She moved beside me, close enough that her shoulder touched mine, and put her own phone on the table. The emergency operator was still speaking through it. Mum repeated what Finn had said, using the words he had used.
Finn heard her voice.
“Who's with you?”
“My mum.”
“Bea.”
“I'm at home. She's here.”
“I wanted to talk to you.”
“You are talking to me.”
He breathed hard into the phone. For a moment I thought he would end the call.
Then he said, “It wasn't supposed to happen.”
“What was supposed to happen?”
“He was going to listen.”
I closed my eyes.
“About the form?”
“Yes. The form. The statement. Everything. He had copies. He kept saying I could fix it, like all I had to do was put my hand up and say I'd made a mistake.”
“You could have corrected it.”
“You don't understand.”
“Then tell me.”
The old invitation came out before I could stop it. Tell me enough and I will find the version that makes this manageable. I heard it in my own voice and hated it.
Finn said his father had already told people he had won full support. Finn had let him. When the provisional letter arrived, he had shown the first page and kept the financial conditions folded behind it. He had used his grandmother's address because the income figure there made the award possible. He had meant to explain it later, or change it later, or do something later. By Friday, later had become Monday, and Rowan was no longer willing to leave it inside that word.
“He said he'd go with me,” Finn said. “As if that made it better.”
“To tell someone?”
“To tell Mum. Or Judith. Whoever I chose. He kept giving me choices I didn't want.”
Mum's hand rested on my back. I could hear her breathing, slow and deliberate, as if she was offering me a rhythm I could borrow.
“Did you ask him to go outside?” I said.
“Yes.”
“Why?”
“Because everyone was there. Because he said something about the profile near the office and I thought people could hear. I told him we'd talk by the teaching pool.”
The place had not been an accident. The argument might have been unplanned, the fall unplanned, but Finn had chosen somewhere other people were not.
“What happened on the path?”
“He showed me the page on his phone. The words from your film. He'd found the showcase. He said taking a sentence was one thing, but making up the money was different. He said I knew what those places were meant for.”
“He was right.”
“I know that now.”
“Did you know it then?”
Finn made a small, angry sound.
“Do you want me to say I was a horrible person? Will that help?”
“No. I want you to tell me what happened.”
He was silent long enough for me to hear a vehicle pass near him. Mum gave the operator another description of the location. I watched her write something on the grocery list, then put the pen down.
“I took the phone,” Finn said. “He was going to show Mum. He said he wasn't waiting until Monday if I was just going to keep saying I'd deal with it. I grabbed it. He tried to get it back.”
“And?”
“He called me a liar.”
The sentence came out with a trace of the original offence still in it. Even now, part of him was standing on that path feeling wronged by an accurate word.
“I pushed him away,” he said. “Hard. I was angry. He went backwards, and there wasn't—”
He stopped.
“There wasn't what?”
“The bit of ground I thought there was. The cover was off. He fell.”
Mum's hand tightened against my shoulder.
I looked at the kitchen window. A fly moved along the edge of the glass, meeting the same invisible obstruction again and again.
“Did you go to him?”
“I looked.”
“Did you go down?”
“No.”
“Did you call for help?”
He did not answer.
“Finn.”
“I had his phone in my hand.”
“That isn't an answer.”
“No.”
I turned away from Mum because something hot and enormous had risen in me.
“You had a phone in your hand and you didn't call?”
“I thought—”
“What?”
“I don't know. I thought if someone saw me there, that would be it. They'd think I'd meant it. I could hear the sound check. People were right there, and I couldn't make myself—”
“You could have shouted.”
“I know.”
“You could have opened the door.”
“I know.”
I pressed my fist against my mouth. I wanted to hurt him with the list of ordinary things he had chosen not to do. A door. A voice. A number everyone knew. The distance between the hall and the path had been so small.
Mum touched my arm. Not to silence me. To remind me I was in a kitchen and did not have to go back there with him.
“I can't tell you whether help would have changed what happened,” she said quietly, for me rather than the phone. “We don't know that.”
I nodded, though I could not yet use the distinction. What mattered in that moment was that he had not tried.
Finn was crying now. I could hear him trying to stop, each breath catching before he could make it quiet.
“I took the bag,” he said. “It was by the gate. I didn't think about it properly. I just picked it up.”
“Then you went back inside.”
“Yes.”
“And watched the band.”
“I couldn't stay outside.”
“You stood with us.”
“I know.”
The repetition made me furious. He knew. He knew now. He knew while I was saying it. None of the knowing returned Rowan to the kitchen where Alice was counting buttons.
“What about the message?” I asked.
Finn was quiet.
“The message to his mum.”
“I sent it.”
“From his phone.”
“Yes. I knew how to unlock it. He'd lent it to me before.”
I gripped the edge of the counter so hard that my fingers hurt.
“Why did you call her Mother?”
“I don't know.”
“You knew he didn't talk like that when he was serious.”
“I wasn't thinking about how he talked. I was thinking about what would make people stop looking at the centre.”
There it was, without the softer words he had been using. He had wanted the search to move away from where Rowan lay.
“The coach?”
“After the first set. I took the bag to the stop. There were people getting on. I left it on a seat and got off before it went.”
“You knew what was in it.”
“Yes.”
“The blue headphones.”
He gave no answer, but he did not need to. The detail from that first awful Saturday found its place, not as a brilliant clue I had solved, but as something he had let slip while pretending to help us look.
I could hear Mum speaking to the operator again. An officer was close to the centre. She asked me to keep Finn on the line if I could, but not to promise him anything or go anywhere myself.
“Stay by the gate,” I told him. “Don't move into the yard.”
“I can't get in anyway.”
“Then stay where you are.”
“Are they coming?”
“Yes.”
He inhaled sharply.
“You called them.”
“Yes.”
“I asked you—”
“You asked me to listen. I listened.”
For a few seconds I thought he would run again. I heard gravel shift under his shoes. Then the rattling stopped.
“The jacket,” he said. “I borrowed it because I thought there'd be dust outside. That's what I told myself. I don't know if that's why I did it. Sam had taken it off. It was on the hook.”
“Val thought he saw Sam.”
“I know.”
“And you let him.”
“I didn't tell him to say that.”
“You let him.”
Finn began to answer, then stopped.
“Yes.”
The word was almost lost in the wind.
“Why did you cover the gold wristband?”
He was quiet for a moment. “Gold meant you could go through the office. I thought someone might remember it. I couldn't get it off, so I put another one over it.”
Such a small, deliberate thing. A black strip over something that was still there.
“The cards?” I asked.
“I took the wallet out when we were sorting the crate. After your photograph. I remembered the camera had been running. I didn't know what it had got. The passage, voices, me going through. I kept thinking there'd be something.”
“So you kept it.”
“Yes. I recorded over part of one card. Then I stopped. I thought you might already have it all. I didn't know what was on your laptop.”
“You kept telling me to wait for the hire shop.”
“I know.”
I shut my eyes again. There had been days in which he could have returned it. Days in which he could have said Rowan was not on a coach. Days in which Denise had asked people whether her son might be somewhere too frightened to call home.
“Where's his phone?”
“At Nan's. In a blue plastic box upstairs. I put it with some papers. I was going to get rid of it and then I couldn't make myself touch it again.”
Mum repeated the location to the operator. I heard her voice shake for the first time.
A man's voice sounded near Finn, distant but clear enough for me to recognise that he was addressing him.
Finn did not answer immediately.
“Bee?”
“I'm here.”
“Do you think I meant to kill him?”
I looked at Mum. She shook her head very slightly, not giving me an answer, reminding me I did not have to supply one.
“I don't know what was in your head,” I said. “You have to tell them what you did.”
“He was my friend.”
The words hurt more than a denial would have.
“Yes,” I said. “He was.”
The other voice came closer. Finn was asked to put the phone down and show his hands. He said something I could not hear, then the call changed to a dull rubbing sound.
I waited until a new voice came through. An officer identified himself, asked who I was and confirmed my location. Mum answered the practical questions when I could not.
Then the call ended.
I stood holding the phone after the screen went dark.
Mum took it gently from my hand and put it on the table. I bent over the sink and was sick without warning. There was not much in my stomach. My whole body seemed determined to remove something anyway.
She held my hair back and said my name, nothing else.
When I could stand, she brought a chair to the sink because I did not want to walk to the table. I sat with a glass of water between my hands while she called Adebayo's office and then Caroline Dunn. She asked that Rowan's family be informed through the proper people before anything reached the news. She did not ring Denise herself to deliver a version of what she had just heard.
Sam came home while Mum was on the phone. He saw my face and stopped in the doorway.
“They found him?” he asked.
I nodded.
“Finn?”
“Yes.”
He sat on the floor beside my chair because there was no space for another one. He did not ask what had been said until Mum was finished speaking.
I gave the police my account that evening. They asked me to go through the call from the beginning, to separate what I remembered exactly from what I could only summarise. Mum gave her own account of what she had heard. There were other records, other officers, the emergency call. It did not rest on my memory alone.
By the time they left, I felt scraped out.
Imani sent a message asking whether I wanted company. I wrote that I could not talk yet.
She replied: You don't have to. I'm here tomorrow too.
I put the phone down.
Upstairs, the landing light came on when I pressed the switch. Sam had finally replaced the missing bulb. It was too bright, showing dust on the skirting board and the edge of a patch we had never repainted.
I stood under it for a moment, then went to bed.
The Part After
On Friday, a woman I did not know told me I had been very brave.
She stopped me outside the supermarket while I was holding a bag of milk and toilet paper. I had no idea which version of the story had reached her. She touched my elbow and said the town owed young people like me a great deal.
I looked at her hand until she removed it.
“I don't think you know what happened,” I said.
Her smile faltered.
“I only meant—”
“I know. Sorry. I need to go.”
I walked away before I could turn my discomfort into an explanation she had not earned.
At home, Mum was on the phone with Caroline. There would be more questions, more formal accounts, more decisions about what happened next. Finn was in custody. The police had recovered material from Birch Road. They were not handing the town a complete script of the inquiry, though the town was doing its best to write one without them.
Adebayo called later to ask whether I had remembered anything further from the conversation. I had remembered the sound of traffic stopping near Finn, and the order in which he mentioned the jacket and the cards. I told her those things. I did not improve the call into a cleaner sequence.
“Have you spoken about the details online?” she asked.
“No.”
“Good. Keep any account of the evidence for us and your legal adviser while the case is being dealt with.”
“People are saying I caught him.”
“I know that's being said.”
“I didn't.”
“You gave us information. So did other people. That's the accurate version.”
I wrote the sentence down after we ended the call because I thought I would need it when people offered me something more flattering.
At two, Mum and I went to Denise's. We had asked first. I carried a loaf of the bread Alice liked and felt foolish for having nothing less ordinary to bring.
Denise opened the door in a cardigan with one button fastened in the wrong hole. She looked older than she had a fortnight earlier in a way that frightened me. Not because of lines or grey hair. Because she seemed to have less space around her for anything unexpected.
“They told us,” she said before I could speak.
“I know.”
“Enough. You don't have to repeat it.”
I nodded.
In the kitchen, the button packets had been cleared into boxes. A single yellow one remained beside the fruit bowl. Alice was at school for part of the afternoon, by her own choice and with permission to leave if she needed to. Denise said this as though the arrangement was a fragile piece of furniture nobody should lean on.
Mum put the kettle on.
I sat at the table.
“I keep thinking he came here,” Denise said. “Finn. Sat right there.”
I looked at the chair she indicated. It was the one nearest the back door.
“He helped carry things. Asked whether I'd eaten. I thanked him.”
“You didn't know,” Mum said.
“No. I didn't.”
Denise held the yellow button between finger and thumb.
“I don't want people telling me I should have known. Or that mothers can always tell. I couldn't tell this. I knew the message was wrong. I didn't know why.”
“No one should ask that of you,” Mum said.
Denise put the button down.
“People ask all sorts of things when they don't think they're asking.”
For a while we drank tea. The clock above the fridge was three minutes fast. Rowan used to say it made them the only family in town living slightly in the future. I almost told Denise, then realised she had probably heard the joke more often than I had.
Instead I asked whether she wanted help with the boxes.
She said yes.
We carried them into the front room and stacked them by the wall. There were things to be taken back to the market, things to be returned to suppliers, things Denise had not decided about. Mum wrote labels without choosing for her.
When Alice came home, she stopped in the doorway.
“Are those his?”
“Stock,” Denise said. “Buttons and zips. Not Rowan's things.”
Alice came closer and checked one label anyway.
“Okay.”
She went upstairs, then came back down with her schoolbag still on.
“Someone said they were glad he'd been found,” she said.
Denise closed her eyes.
“Finn?”
“Yes. I knew what they meant. I just didn't want to hear it.”
“Did you tell them?”
“I told them to shut up.”
Mum looked at the floor. I looked at the boxes.
Denise took a breath.
“Did you say anything else?”
“No.”
“All right. We'll talk about a different way to say it later.”
Alice nodded, visibly relieved that later existed.
She sat beside me on the sofa and pulled at the zip of her bag.
“Do you have any videos where he isn't being sad?” she asked.
I turned towards her.
“Yes.”
“Not the one everyone shared.”
“Other things. Some from when we were younger. Your mum probably has more.”
“I want the paper frog,” she said.
Denise looked up from a box.
“The one on your phone?”
“The old phone. He was teaching me to fold it, and it kept jumping backwards.”
I remembered the afternoon. Rowan had become increasingly offended by the frog's refusal to travel in the direction he intended. Alice had named it Trevor and declared it a political protest.
“I might have some of that too,” I said. “I was there.”
Alice looked at Denise.
“Can we watch those instead?”
“Of course.”
“Can Bea put them together? So we don't have to keep finding them in different places.”
The question made me sit very still.
“I can help make a private collection,” I said. “You can choose what goes in. And what doesn't.”
“I don't want music.”
“All right.”
“And not all the slow bits.”
“We can look at it together.”
Denise watched us. For a moment I thought she would say no, and I would have understood.
Then she said, “Not tonight. Tomorrow, perhaps. My sister's coming. Four people is enough.”
I nodded.
On the way home, Mum asked whether I was all right with doing it.
“I think so.”
“You're allowed not to be.”
“I know.”
I did not tell her that part of me was frightened to touch another image of Rowan. That I could already hear the old habits offering me titles, transitions, a shape that would make everything feel deliberate. I would have to keep noticing those habits. There was no single apology that switched them off.
At home, an email from the centre board was waiting in the volunteer list. Judith had been suspended from her role while the use of the restricted fund was investigated. An independent review would establish the amounts and the obligations. The roof repairs still needed paying for. Youth sessions might eventually resume elsewhere, but there was no date yet.
Underneath, someone had replied asking whether Finn's arrest meant Judith was cleared.
Mrs Pemberton answered that the financial matter was separate.
I read the exchange twice. People wanted one bad person to explain everything. It would have been convenient. It would also have let too many other choices disappear.
That evening I drafted a correction about my footage. I explained that the eleven-minute gap had been removed from a highlights edit, not erased from the full silent viewing copy supplied to police. I did not turn that clarification into a claim that all my conduct had been right. I wrote separately about the false information I had given and corrected, then sent the draft to Caroline to review before I posted anything.
At the bottom I put Adebayo's sentence in my own words: I had given information, as other people had. I had not solved the case on a laptop or brought Rowan home.
The last part was the hardest to leave on the page.
I saved it, closed the file and went downstairs to ask Sam whether he wanted a cup of tea.
A Film for Four People
We began with the frog.
It took twenty minutes to find the cable for Denise's old phone and another ten to persuade the phone that charging was still one of its responsibilities. Alice sat beside it on the floor, watching the battery symbol as though impatience could be converted into electricity.
“It's doing it slowly on purpose,” she said.
“It's an old phone,” Denise said.
“So?”
“So am I, some days.”
Her sister laughed from the kitchen.
I had brought a laptop, an external drive and a notebook. Before connecting anything, I asked where Denise wanted the copies kept and who should have access. It was a practical conversation. Nobody used the word consent as if saying it once completed the work.
Alice wanted a copy she could watch without asking every time. Denise wanted a separate backup because she had spent the morning frightened of dropping the phone. Her sister wanted nothing sent to family groups without checking first.
I wrote it down.
The first clip was eleven seconds of a ceiling, followed by Denise telling Rowan he was holding the phone the wrong way. He replied that ceilings were underrepresented in cinema. The camera tilted down to show his own forehead at an alarming angle.
Alice laughed before anyone else did.
“Keep that.”
I copied the whole clip into a folder marked Selected, leaving the original where it was.
The frog appeared in a video I had made on my old camera. The picture was not sharp. The kitchen light made everything slightly yellow. Rowan sat at the table with a square of green paper and the expression of a person explaining something he had only just learned himself.
“You fold this corner here,” he said.
Alice, younger and missing a front tooth, folded the wrong corner.
“No. The other here.”
“There are too many heres.”
He looked directly into my camera.
“You see what I'm working with.”
In the room, Alice leaned forward.
“I was right.”
“You were,” Denise said.
The paper frog refused to jump. Rowan pressed it again, harder, and it flipped onto its back. Alice declared it dead. He said it was resting. They argued for forty seconds, during which I had apparently become interested in a crumb on the table and let the camera drift downwards.
“I can shorten that part,” I said.
“Don't,” Alice said immediately. “You can still hear him.”
I left it.
There were clips from birthdays, a windy picnic, a trip to the swimming pool before the centre conversion had been completed. In one, Rowan tried to balance a spoon on his nose and failed every time someone looked away. In another, he sat in the background of a family conversation reading a book, contributing nothing for almost three minutes.
Denise asked to watch that one twice.
“He's just there,” she said.
No one answered because there was no better description.
I had expected to be constantly deciding what to remove. Instead the work was mostly waiting while they discovered what mattered. A long pause could be empty to me and full of a person to someone else. A badly framed image could contain the exact way Rowan moved his hand when he was about to interrupt.
We stopped after an hour because Denise had gone very quiet.
Her sister made sandwiches. Alice complained about cucumber and then ate it while distracted by a drawing she had found in the notebook beside the phone.
I helped wash up. The kitchen window was open. Somewhere nearby, a neighbour was teaching a child to ride a bicycle, repeating the same encouraging sentence with increasing strain.
Denise dried a plate and put it in the wrong cupboard, then moved it.
“It's strange,” she said. “I want to hear his voice. Then I hear it, and I can't stand that he sounds so ordinary.”
I held the next plate under the water.
“I don't know what to say.”
“You don't have to.”
She leaned against the counter.
“I was angry with you about the documentary.”
“I know.”
“I still am, some of the time.”
I nodded.
“And I'm glad you're here today. Those things don't have to cancel each other out.”
I looked at her.
“I won't put this anywhere else.”
“I know what you've agreed to. That's why I'm letting you help.”
It was not the same as being trusted without conditions. It was more useful than that: a thing I could actually honour.
After lunch, we made a short sequence from the selected clips. I put dates between sections where Denise knew them, and left uncertain dates broad rather than inventing a day. Alice chose the order for the frog and the spoon. Her aunt asked for a clip from a seaside trip in which Rowan could barely be heard over the wind. Denise wanted the quiet reading clip near the end.
I asked about a title.
Alice said, “Rowan.”
I waited, expecting something after it.
She looked at me.
“Just Rowan.”
“All right.”
I typed his name in a plain font and made the title last only long enough to read.
No music. No photograph fading into a sky. No closing sentence about what he had taught us. The last clip showed him in the kitchen trying to peel an orange in one piece. He nearly managed it, then the peel broke, and he looked so personally offended that Alice laughed every time we played it.
“End there,” she said.
I did.
The export took twelve minutes. We sat in the front room while the progress bar moved. Denise's sister told a story about Rowan at four, insisting that a birthday candle could not go out until he had finished choosing a wish. Alice corrected a detail she could not possibly remember. Denise smiled and let her.
When the file was ready, I copied it to the two places we had agreed and checked that both versions played. I showed Alice how to open her copy without changing the originals. She made me watch her do it twice so nobody could claim she had not listened.
Then we watched the whole thing.
Four people on a sofa and two chairs. A laptop balanced on a low table. The curtains half closed because the afternoon light reflected in the screen.
I did not look at their faces to see whether my cuts worked. I watched Rowan.
His voice was not the carefully selected voice from my documentary. It changed. He was funny, bored, bossy, distracted. He forgot what he was saying. He looked away from the camera and kept existing in the parts of the room I had not framed well.
At the end, the orange peel broke.
The screen went black.
For a long moment nobody moved.
Then Alice said, “Again.”
Denise put her arm around her daughter, and I pressed play.
I left the project files with them. On my own drive I kept only what we had agreed I could keep, and I wrote down when I would remove the temporary working copies. Before leaving, I checked once more that Denise had the backup somewhere separate from the old phone.
At the door, Alice handed me a postcard from Rowan's stack.
It was the pigeon outside the closed library.
“Twenty per cent,” she said.
“What?”
“From the fair. If we still do it.”
“Of course.”
She held the card out further.
“This one's free.”
I took it carefully.
Mum was waiting at the end of the road because she had been shopping nearby. When I got into the car, she asked how it had gone.
“We watched him peel an orange.”
She nodded, as though that was a complete answer.
For once, it was.
What Sam Keeps
The garden centre gave the job to somebody else.
Sam read the email on Monday morning, put the phone down and said, “Fair enough,” in a tone that meant it was not.
Mum was making sandwiches for a late shift. She looked up from the bread.
“Did they say why?”
“Someone with more experience.”
“Right.”
“They've got a point. I've mostly got experience of washing things badly under pressure.”
“That is a considerable part of kitchen work,” she said.
He smiled without much conviction and went upstairs.
I found him half an hour later sitting on the edge of his bed with the repayment sheet beside him. The spreadsheet existed now, but he still liked writing the numbers on paper. He said a screen made it too easy to move things into another column and feel as though something had happened.
“Can I come in?” I asked.
“You're already halfway.”
“I can reverse.”
“Don't make the noise.”
I made the noise anyway, a single quiet beep, and he threw a sock at me.
His room was tidier than it had been at the beginning of the month, though not in a way that suggested a new personality. There were still mugs on the windowsill. The laundry pile had simply become two piles, one clean and one requiring an explanation.
I sat on the floor and handed back the sock.
“There's a kitchen job at the pub by the station,” I said. “Lou saw the notice.”
“I've rung them. Trial on Wednesday.”
“Good.”
“Maybe.”
He folded the repayment sheet along a line it had already learned.
“I wanted to go on one of the sites after the email came,” he said.
I looked at him.
“I didn't,” he added. “I'm telling you because I didn't, not because I need you to inspect my phone.”
“What did you do instead?”
“Walked to the end of the road. Came back. Rang the person from the appointment. Left a message.”
“That sounds boring.”
“It was incredibly boring.”
We sat with that for a moment.
“I keep thinking there should be a part where I stop wanting to do stupid things,” he said.
“I'd like that part too.”
He looked at me and laughed once.
“Yeah.”
On his desk was the letter from the centre about the camera. They had acknowledged his apology and set out the costs they knew so far, with the rest still being established. It was not a friendly letter, but it was not a cruel one. There would be a proper repayment arrangement. The police matter was separate. Sam had put both pieces of correspondence in a folder instead of behind the radiator, which Mum regarded as meaningful progress and he regarded as being given too much credit for stationery.
“I don't want you doing all this with me,” he said suddenly.
“All what?”
“Keeping track. Waiting for me to get a job. Checking whether I'm acting weird. You're my little sister.”
“I'm not very little.”
“You still do the reversing noise.”
“That's a skill.”
He rubbed his face.
“I mean it.”
“I know.”
We could help each other without turning help into surveillance. I was still learning what that looked like. So was he. Sometimes it meant making a spreadsheet. Sometimes it meant leaving the room when he wanted to make a phone call without an audience.
I stood.
“I'm going downstairs. There's bread if you want to become a person who's had breakfast.”
“Ambitious.”
“Start small.”
He followed me ten minutes later.
At noon, Caroline sent back the short correction I had drafted. She had removed a sentence that speculated about what other witnesses knew and asked me not to discuss the call or the contents of recovered material. The part about my own footage could stay. So could the acknowledgement that I had deliberately given wrong information about Sam and later corrected it through the proper process. It was not a running commentary on the case. It was a correction of what I had done and what my files contained.
Mum read it with me before I posted it.
“Are you ready for people to answer?” she asked.
“No.”
“Then decide what you'll do with the answers.”
I turned off replies where I could. I saved the statement as a plain page that could be read without a dramatic photograph. I sent it to the college media office and the local site that had carried Finn's interview. Then I put my phone in a drawer for an hour.
When I took it out, some people had thanked me. Some had told me I was still a liar. One had asked why I was making Rowan's death about myself. Another said I had never needed to apologise because family came first.
I did not agree with any of them completely.
The statement remained where I had put it. I did not add a second one explaining how the first should be understood.
Later, Ms Delaney called about the foundation applications. Northbridge was still an option to explore, but not an offer she could promise. The local course had invited me to an admissions conversation with the revised portfolio. It would mean living at home for another year and taking a bus across town rather than moving somewhere nobody knew me.
For months, living at home had felt like the opposite of progress.
Now it still frightened me, but for more complicated reasons. I did not want to stay because Mum needed somebody responsible in the house. I did not want to leave just to avoid people who knew what I had done. I wanted to make work and learn more than I currently knew. The practical route to that did not have to be a verdict on my courage.
Mum sat with me while I wrote down the travel costs.
“You're not staying for me,” she said.
“I know.”
“Do you?”
I looked up.
“You can be sad about leaving and still leave,” she said. “You can be disappointed about staying and still do something good with the year. I don't want either choice turned into a duty you can blame me for later.”
“That was very specific.”
“I've met families.”
I smiled and went back to the numbers.
That evening, Imani and I went to the cinema.
It was our first outing that did not involve helping with a photograph, delivering something to somebody or waiting for news. We chose a cheap screening because neither of us had enough money to make a grand statement with tickets. The film involved a damaged spacecraft and several people who should not have been allowed to supervise an airlock.
Before it began, Imani bought a bag of sweets and told me I could share them if I did not complain about the ratio of colours.
“I wasn't going to.”
“You were looking at the green ones with prejudice.”
“They know what they did.”
She took my hand in the dark.
For the first twenty minutes, I watched the edits. I could not help it. A cut would arrive a fraction earlier than I expected, and I would feel the decision in my own hands. Then the story caught me, and I forgot to count. When the ship lost power, I leaned forward with everybody else.
It felt almost like being allowed back into a room.
Afterwards, we walked through the shopping precinct while the last shops pulled down their shutters. Imani thought the ending had been too neat. I thought one of the quieter scenes near the middle had been better than the large explosion everyone would remember.
“You're allowed to like an explosion,” she said.
“I do like an explosion.”
“You sound as if you're applying for permission.”
“Fine. It was an excellent explosion. Very emotional debris.”
She laughed and leaned against me for two steps before straightening.
At the bus stop, we sat on the bench with the empty sweet packet between us. I was suddenly nervous in a way I had not been when a fictional spaceship was breaking apart.
“Are we doing this?” I asked.
“Waiting for a bus?”
“You know what I mean.”
“I'd like you to say it anyway.”
I looked at her.
“Seeing each other. As more than people who sometimes kiss beside public transport.”
“That is a fairly specific category.”
“Imani.”
She smiled, then became serious enough that I could hear the answer.
“Yes. I'd like that.”
“What about Manchester?”
“What about it?”
“You might go.”
“I might. You might go somewhere too.”
“So—”
“So we don't have to decide every future version of this at a bus stop tonight.”
I let out a breath.
“Good.”
“But you do have to tell me when you're not all right, instead of deciding what information makes you easiest to like.”
I looked at the pavement.
“I'll get that wrong sometimes.”
“Probably. So will I.”
The bus appeared at the end of the road. She stood, folded the empty packet and put it in a bin that was close enough to make the gesture unnecessary but satisfying.
“Text me when you're home,” she said.
“You sound like your dad.”
“He's got one or two useful ideas.”
I kissed her before she got on. It was less awkward than the first time and more public, which made my face warm long after the bus had gone.
At home, Sam was ironing the shirt he had chosen for his trial. Mum had left him instructions that began with filling the iron and ended with unplugging it. He had ticked the first step and looked offended by the rest.
“How was the film?” he asked.
“Excellent emotional debris.”
He considered that.
“I'll wait for the trailer.”
On the kitchen table was a message from Denise with the arrangements for Rowan's funeral. I read it while Sam moved the iron slowly across a sleeve. The date was real now. A place, a time, something we would have to get dressed for and attend without finding a way around it.
I put the phone down.
Sam looked at me, then switched the iron off.
We sat at the table for a while. Upstairs, the landing light shone onto the top step. Nobody had borrowed it for somewhere else.
The Last Frame
In September, I learned that the first bus to college did not always stop if the driver could pretend not to see you.
I learned this on a wet Tuesday while holding a portfolio case above my head in an arrangement that protected neither the work nor me. The bus went past with three empty seats visible through the window. I stood in its spray and said something Mum would have objected to mainly because she had already used it that morning.
The next bus came twelve minutes later.
I arrived at the local college damp, cross and very much not transformed by higher education. A boy in my class lent me a towel he used for cleaning brushes. It left a blue mark on my cheek that nobody mentioned until lunchtime.
There were fourteen of us on the foundation course. Some were younger than I expected, some older. One woman had worked in a bakery for six years and could draw a hand so accurately that I found it personally threatening. A boy who had arrived with an expensive camera made a film in which nobody's feet stayed inside the frame. I was relieved by this for about an hour, then he showed us a photograph that made the whole class go quiet.
It was useful to be reminded that people could be good and bad at different things on the same day.
I still worked at the supermarket three evenings a week. Lou had changed my rota around the course and told me that this did not mean I could submit essays while standing at a till. Zoe passed her driving test and sent everyone a photograph of the certificate with her thumb covering most of her surname. Sam got two regular kitchen shifts at the station pub and occasional extras when somebody was ill. He came home smelling of onions and dishwasher steam, which Mum regarded as an improvement on the smell of worry she claimed had filled his room in June.
The repayments were small. The folder of letters was not.
There was a court date ahead for the camera theft. Sam did not talk about it as something that had vanished because a worse crime had happened nearby. He was still attending appointments about the gambling. Some weeks he said very little about them. Other weeks he came home annoyed because somebody had asked a question he did not want to answer. Mum learned not to treat either mood as the whole report.
The letter about my own false statement arrived in August. No further action would be taken against me. I read the words in Caroline's office with Mum beside me and felt a relief so sharp that it was almost pain.
Then I thought about how close I had come to using that decision as proof that I had not done much harm.
I put the letter in a folder and did not ask it to do more than it said.
Finn had been charged in connection with Rowan's death and the attempt to conceal what had happened. He had not yet been tried. There were proceedings ahead, accounts to be tested, decisions that did not belong to me. I had given more statements and been told there might be further questions. I kept the records I was asked to keep and stopped trying to build a private courtroom in my head every night.
The police had found Rowan's phone at Birch Road, where Finn said he had left it. The application papers were there too. Some original footage had survived; some had not. The case involved those things, the messages, the accounts of other people, and more work than I would ever see. It was not a story in which a single sound clip made everything certain.
I still did not have the cards back.
Clare came into the pharmacy sometimes. Mum served her like any other customer, though there were occasions when they spoke quietly for longer. Patricia moved back into her house after the repairs. I saw her once at the bus stop and asked whether the radiator still clicked. She said it did, and that the plumber had called it character when he did not want to fix it.
We did not talk about Finn that day.
I had not decided what every future conversation with his family should contain. They were not a test I had to pass in order to be either loyal to Rowan or a decent person.
Rowan's funeral had been in July. Alice wore trainers with her dress because he would have complained about the other shoes she had considered. Denise asked people not to bring cameras. There were still moments I remembered with painful clarity and others I could not retrieve at all. I stopped treating the gaps as something I ought to repair.
The private film remained private.
Sometimes Alice sent me a message saying which clip she had watched. Sometimes weeks passed without her mentioning it. She and Denise took a small table at the comic fair in August with Jules. Alice insisted on keeping twenty per cent of the money from the postcards she had helped prepare. Denise let her, then made her contribute to the cost of lunch. It seemed like the right sort of argument.
They sold more pigeon postcards than anyone expected. Jules's little animation played on a laptop with a handwritten sign explaining that the bus driver had been voiced by someone else because Rowan's recording had never been made. She had asked Denise before adding a small dedication at the end. It was not the centre of the film. The washing-up-glove monster still missed its bus.
I bought a print and paid the full price. Alice refused to give me a discount on the grounds that I already owned a free postcard.
At home, I pinned both above my desk.
On the second Saturday of September, the Lantern Rooms opened for a limited afternoon of workshops in the front rooms.
Not the whole building. The old pool hall remained closed for repair and inspection work. The service yard was still inaccessible. There were new notices, a new temporary management arrangement, and a list of financial questions that had not been answered by putting up fresh paint. Judith was no longer running the centre. The review of the restricted fund continued separately from the criminal case about Rowan.
The place had not been rescued by a single donation or a moving speech. People had found smaller rooms, borrowed tables, argued about insurance and agreed to run fewer sessions. It was less impressive than the plan Tarrant had described at the library and much more likely to result in somebody learning something on a Saturday.
Val stood by the entrance with his new walking-stick ferrule and a clipboard he claimed not to need.
“You're late,” he told me.
“I'm twelve minutes early.”
“Late for helping with the chairs.”
“You didn't ask me to help with the chairs.”
“I thought you'd developed initiative.”
I took two from the stack before he could continue.
The room smelled of paint, damp coats and the cheap biscuits somebody had put on a table beside the kettle. It did not smell exactly as it had before, but enough of it was familiar that I had to pause in the doorway.
Val noticed.
“You all right?”
“Give me a second.”
He gave me the second without speaking into it.
Mum had volunteered for the tea table. Sam was working, but he had repaired two loose chair backs the evening before under Val's supervision, which both of them described as an ordeal caused by the other. Mrs Pemberton was at the desk with a sign-in sheet and a large, clear notice explaining what the session cost and how the access places were funded.
I read the notice twice. The information was not exciting. That was part of its value.
I was helping with a beginner's stop-motion session, not running the whole workshop. The tutor from my course had agreed to lead it. My job was to set up cameras, keep cables out of the walkway and avoid answering questions before the children had tried things themselves.
The last part was the hardest.
A girl called Lena arrived with a teabag, a matchbox and a very specific plan. She was twelve and regarded my suggestion that we begin with a simple movement as evidence I lacked ambition.
“The teabag's escaping,” she told me.
“From the mug?”
“From a job.”
“What job?”
“Being tea.”
I nodded.
“Understandable.”
She had made the matchbox into a suitcase. The handle was a bent paper clip, and a folded piece of blue paper represented a passport. She wanted the teabag to climb out of the mug, collect its luggage and leave the kitchen.
“Does it have legs?” I asked.
“No. That would be silly.”
“Of course.”
We set up a small table with a plain background. I showed her how far an object needed to move between frames if she wanted the motion to look slow rather than like a series of emergencies. She moved the teabag too far anyway, watched the result, and decided it was panicking.
“That works,” she said.
“It does.”
A boy at the next table was making a plastic dinosaur deliver a letter. He asked whether the teabag could appear in his film as a neighbour. Lena considered the terms.
“Only if it doesn't have to go back to work.”
“No. It's retired.”
“All right.”
They spent ten minutes arranging a crossover more carefully than we had planned the entire fundraiser.
I caught myself reaching into Lena's set to straighten the suitcase. I stopped with my hand halfway there.
“Do you want that moved?” I asked.
She looked at it.
“No. It's meant to be wonky. The wheel's broken.”
I took my hand away.
When the teabag fell into the mug for the fourth time, she pushed back her chair and said the whole thing was rubbish.
“Which bit?” I asked.
“All of it.”
“The suitcase?”
“No.”
“The passport?”
“No.”
“The story?”
She looked at the mug.
“It won't stay where I put it.”
We tried a smaller mug. Then a tiny folded support behind the teabag, out of the camera's view. The tutor came over and showed Lena a different way to attach the string so it did not drag the whole character back down. Nothing about the solution was magical. We changed one thing at a time until the picture did what she wanted.
Halfway through, Imani arrived with her father. He had come to drop off a box of donated art paper his sister had collected. Imani carried a camera but asked before taking any photographs, and then spent most of the afternoon helping a boy cut a cardboard moon into something less like a potato.
She had accepted a place in Manchester. We had talked about it on three separate evenings and failed to become experts in long-distance relationships. There would be visits when we could afford them, calls that would sometimes be inconvenient, and room for things neither of us could predict yet. We were not calling that a tragedy in advance.
She passed my table and touched my shoulder.
“How's the film?”
“Industrial dispute. Tea-related.”
“Important subject.”
Lena looked up.
“Are you her girlfriend?”
Imani glanced at me.
“Yes,” I said, before she had to answer for both of us.
Lena nodded and went back to adjusting the suitcase. The information required no further meeting.
At four, parents began arriving. The room filled with coats, bags, explanations of projects and adults being told not to touch wet glue. Mum came round collecting mugs. Val counted chairs as though one might attempt to leave with the teabag.
Lena's film was almost finished. She had made the character travel past the dinosaur's house, reject a job advert and arrive at a small paper station. The last shot was meant to show it boarding a train made from a biscuit box.
Her mother called from the door.
“Five minutes.”
“I need seven.”
“You've got five.”
Lena looked at me, expecting either rescue or betrayal.
“We can save it where it is,” I said. “You don't have to make the ending wrong just because the room's closing.”
She considered this. Then she moved the teabag back from the edge of the biscuit-box train.
“I want it to wait,” she said.
“For the train?”
“No. For the other one. This one goes somewhere it doesn't want.”
“All right.”
She adjusted the paper suitcase, moved the teabag a tiny amount and stepped out of the frame. I took the picture. Then another, after she made a smaller movement I could barely see.
We played the sequence back. The teabag reached the platform, looked towards the wrong train and stayed where it was. The film ended before anyone had decided what waiting would cost it.
Lena watched it twice.
“That's better,” she said.
Her mother came to collect the suitcase and passport. I saved the project in the place the tutor had set up for workshop files, checked the backup and gave Lena the viewing copy in the way her mother had agreed to receive it. The little set went home in a paper bag with air holes because Lena thought the teabag deserved them.
When everyone had left, the room looked smaller. Scraps of card lay under the tables. Somebody had glued a star to a chair leg. Imani found half a biscuit balanced on the windowsill and asked whether it counted as an installation.
“Depends who's paying,” I said.
We stacked the chairs together. Mum turned off the kettle. Val checked the windows and complained about the star without removing it.
At the door, I looked back at the empty table where Lena's paper station had stood. The camera was packed away. There was nothing left to frame, only a room people had used and would use again.
Imani held the door for me.
“Coming?”
“Yes.”
I switched off the light and went with her.
